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This thesis is a study of ordinary people’s perceptions of politics in Barangay 
Gonzales, Tanauan City, Batangas Province (68 kilometers from Metro Manila to the 
north).  It starts with a discussion of the resemblances between Tanauan local politics 
and the picture we get from applying traditional frameworks of understanding politics. 
Ultimately, however, the relations between political elites and their constituents, 
between leaders and followers, or between the rich and the poor cannot be understood 
by merely subscribing to the rubric of patron-client structures and dependency 
conditions.  There are other ways to understand local politics that stem from the 
experiences and lives of ordinary people, and to grasp the nuances herein requires 
more than the logics and explanations of the traditional approaches. 
 
This study looks into the experiential realities that are played out in localities such as 
Barangay Gonzales. It argues that ordinary people’s perceptions of politics are a result 
of negotiations with or contestations of the structures and discourse of domination.  In 
addition to the more common analysis of socioeconomic conditions, this study draws 
upon life experiences within a particular historical juncture, including the language, 
emotions and social and moral values inscribed in these experiences.  In other words, 
this study identifies and utilizes the experiences of everyday politics - those mundane 
actions that are articulated through language and emotions, and those fragmented 
visions that are culturally framed and often religiously oriented.  It teases out the 
nuances of oftentimes taken for granted concepts, such as tulong/pera (help/money), 
mabait (goodness), loob (inner being), lakaran (journey), sariling sikap (self-help), 
malapit/malayo (closeness/aloofness), pagsubok (trial), pagmamalasakit 
(compassion), kaligtasan (salvation), and liwanag (light). 
 
A major part of this thesis explores localized concepts of tulong (help) and pera 
(money) at two levels. First, these are seen through the eyes of the politicians as their 
attempt to construct a politics of moral order in Tanauan through the use of the local 
media and participation in significant life events such as funerals, public meetings, 
Christmas celebrations, and the like.  Second, these concepts are viewed as means for 
the negotiation of “politics” by the ordinary people, or masa.  This section focuses on 
how the concept of loob (inner being) is played out in emotions and language-use.  
Several localized concepts are excavated, such as kilatis (scrutiny), kalkulasyon 
(calculate), pakiramdam (feeling), sariling sikap, lakaran, and malapit/malayo.  
These are identified as essential concepts that represent the ordinary people’s way of 
contesting and negotiating politics, and adopting “good” politicians while rejecting 
the “bad.”  
 
Finally, the thesis closes with a discussion of the intimate relations between these 
localized concepts and religious beliefs and ideas that are embedded in everyday 
social activities.  The religious concepts of kaligtasan (redemption), pagmamalasakit 
(sacrifice), tukso (temptation), pagsubok (trial), and liwanag (light) are associated 
with people’s everyday understanding of the moral order and pulitika.  They become 





challenged or threatened by radically different values.  Subsequently, they allow the 
ordinary people of Barangay Gonzales to possess a more positive vision of a moral 
order and an alternative view and practice of politics from what the traditional 
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Figure 1 Barangay Gonzales, Tanauan City, Batangas Province, the 
Philippines 
 



























Figure 1: Barangay Gonzales, Tanauan City, Batangas Province, the Philippines 
 
 
Batangas Province was among the first of the eight Philippine provinces to 
revolt against Spain and also one of the provinces placed under Martial Law by 
Spanish Governor General Ramon Blanco on August 30, 1896. During the 
revolutionary period, many outstanding Batangueños emerged in the province’s 
history. Perhaps the best known is Apolinario Mabini, who was born on July 23, 1864 
in the village of Talaga in Tanauan. Paralyzed from the waist down and unable to 
walk, the “sublime paralytic” is also known as the “Brains of the Revolution” for 
having been President Emilio Aguinaldo’s main political adviser.  Other notable 
figures are Marcela Agoncillo, who made the present Philippine flag, and General 
Miguel Malvar who led the resistance to the U.S. occupation of southern Tagalog in 
1900. Malvar is recognized as the last Filipino general to surrender to the Americans 





capitan municipal, or mayor, of Tanauan.  These figures have given Batangas the 
reputation of being the “cradle of heroes and nationalists.” 
Being one of Batangas municipalities/cities, located in the northeastern part of 
Batangas Province, Tanauan or Tanaueños has/have displayed characteristics of 
personal independence and nationalism, which has also earned the city the name of 
the “cradle of noble heroes.” This is due to its contributions to the revolutionary 
movement through Apolinario Mabini and Nicolas Gonzales, and later by President 
Jose P. Laurel. Also, three Tanaueños served as governors of Batangas, namely: Jose 
P. Laurel V, Modesto Castillo, and the revolutionary veteran, Nicolas Gonzales.  
Tanauan City (Tanauan) is located in the northeastern part of Batangas 
Province. It occupies 10,716 hectares or 107.16 square kilometers, or 3.38% of the 
total land area of 316,581 hectares of the Province of Batangas. Tanauan is bordered 
in the west by the municipality of Talisay bound Tanauan, in the south by the 
municipalities of Malvar and Balete, in the east by the municipality of Sto. Tomas, 
and in the north by the city of Calamba, Laguna province.  Tanauan accommodates 48 
barangays (villages)1 with the poblacion (city/town proper) comprising 7 barangays 
(Barangay 1 – 7) covering approximately 182 hectares of land area, located at the 
southeastern border of Tanauan. The poblacion is traversed by the President Laurel 
Highway linking Tanauan to Metro Manila, 68 kilometers to the north, and to 
Batangas City, the capital, 45 kilometers to the south.  
Tanauan City was upgraded to City status in 2001 and the local government of 
Tanuan is undergoing programs to provide a good image as well as environment to 
outsiders. One of the programs named “City of Character” is attempting to diminish 
the “negative” image and values that have eroded the good reputation that the city 
                                                 





once enjoyed.  This effort to diminish its “negative images” is not unusual to many 
Tanaueños as well as non-Tanaueños.  Tanauan is widely known as a “drug haven” 
and a city notorious for its violent environment especially in the realm of local 
politics. 
Conventional views on Filipino politics in general portray an image of 
patronage, violence, “patrimonial” conditions, and the proliferation of “new men” or 
oligarchs that plunder the nation.  The running of Tanauan’s politics has indeed not 
been solely confined to traditional wealthy families, such as the Laurels.  It has also 
been increasingly run by a rising generation of politically skilled leaders or “new 
men,” such as Alfredo Corona, who are from less wealthy and less well-known family 
backgrounds.  In the intense competition for votes, political machines take advantage 
of pork barrel programs to provide immediate material rewards and inducements.  
Thus, Tanauan politics has been conveniently analyzed by using the instrumentalist 
and patrimonial approach that focuses on the emergence of “machine” politicians.  
Information that dwells on emotions and personality traits, such as the portrayal of 
Corona’s malapit (near, approachable) personality and his mabait (good) attitude 
towards the people, or Torres-Aquino’s (Corona’s political rival) appearance of being 
“plastic” (a local colloquial term for being insincere) or “moneyed,” tend to be left out 
of the study of the politics of Tanauan. These are considered as merely affective 
feelings whose only useful purpose, analytically speaking, is to highlight the “false 
consciousness” of the ignorant masa (masses).  
While there is a certain truth to these claims, they do not constitute a complete 
picture of local politics.  When politics is viewed through the matrix of local people’s 
perceptions, a new set of political dynamics emerges.  Such is the focus of this thesis.  





local concepts that have been for so long taken for granted.  Based on this claim, 
which will be fleshed out in the rest of the dissertation, this chapter discusses the 
significance of going beyond the traditional literature.  It thus consists of two parts.  
Part one is a discussion of conventional projections of Tanauan that resemble or 
support the traditional approaches.  In part two, these views are questioned through 
the appraoches that have emerged in recent decades, that engage with the importance 
and relevance of languages or local concepts manifested by ordinary people in local 
politics.  
 
Tanauan’s Local Politics and Traditional Approaches 
 
The common perception of Tanauan’s social and political character is that it is 
a dangerous town where drugs and crime proliferate, and furthermore it is notorious 
for political killings.2  It is not a surprise that the Philippine national media constantly 
portrays Tanauan as a city terrorized by guns, drug-syndicates, gangsters, and 
murderers.3  Tanauan, as a newspaper article described it, is a “drug dealers’ haven.”4  
A look at the social history of Tanauan as described by the media reveals that 
notorious gangs running illegal activities had indeed taken root in the city since the 
1970s.  These gangs were known as “Cuadro de Jack” or the “Big Four,” popularly 
known for car theft and hijacking.  Other gangs were involved in bank robbery, 
                                                 
2 Tanauan became a first class income city (municipality then) in 1996.  In 2001, it became a city by 
virtue of Republic Act 9005, known as “An Act Converting the Municipality of Tanauan, province of 
Batangas into a Component City to be known as the City of Tanauan” into law by President Gloria 
Macapagal-Arroyo last February 2, 2001.  The requisites (among others) are that a municipality has an 
average annual income of at least twenty million pesos for the last two consecutive years.  In 2003, the 
city’s income reached to P260,968,397.45 from P96,289,375.31 in 1998 mostly generated from 
Internal Revenue Allotment, business taxes, real estate taxes and regulatory fees.  See Jose N. Nolledo, 
ed., The 1991 Local Government Code with Basic Features (Manila: National Bookstore, 2004), 201-
202; “Briefing Folio 2004,” Department of Interior and Local Government (DILG), Tanauan City; and 
“Social Economic Profile,” The Tanauan City Library, 2004. 
3 “Tanauan Terrorized by ‘Bonnet Gangs,’” Manila Times, 19 July 2003, http://www.manilatimes.net. 
4  The information on drug activities in Tanauan City is available from “Drug Dealers’ Haven,” 





kidnapping for ransom, killing for a fee, and drug dealing.  In the 1980s, drugs 
replaced marijuana, and this was later replaced with shabu (methamphetamine 
hydrochloride, also known as “crack” and “ice”) when the latter was introduced in the 
early 1990s.  This perception of Tanauan as a drug den was intensified when a 
Tanauan judge, Voltaire Rosales, was killed reportedly by Aldrin Galicia of Barangay 
Pantay Matanda, Tanauan and his companion, Rogelio Almendras (killed on June 10, 
2004 during a police arrest), due to his refusal to grant bail to a suspect arrested in 
possession of more than ten grams of shabu.5  Mom Shirley, a former high school 
teacher I interviewed, agreed that Tanauan is indeed a dangerous place as evidenced 
by the shabu trade in her barangay (Barangay Sambat, notoriously known for shabu 
trading).  
To the local people, it is a common understanding that the drug trade is not run 
by politicians, but is merely an activity of gangsters who happen to have close ties 
with politicians.  The common belief is that politicians and local drug lords, jueteng 
lords, and gangsters are “working” together to protect each other’s vested interests, 
i.e., the politicians provide legal protection to the illegal activities of the gangsters.  In 
return, especially during election time, the latter would provide social networking, 
information, and financial backing to the politicians for their campaigns.  In short, it 
does seem that Tanauan’s (local) political scene hardly detaches itself from the 
conventional image of “guns, goons, and gold,” a violence-prone political 
environment. 
The recent killing of Cesar Platon, a former mayor of Tanauan City, after his 
initial comeback into the Tanauan political scene, without a doubt aided the depiction 
                                                 
5 “Coming Close to Colombia,” Malaya, 19 July 2004, http://www.malaya.com.ph; “Hitman in Judge's 
Killing Nabbed,” Malaya, 12 February 2005, http://www.malaya.com.ph; “Suspek sa Ambush-Slay 
Kay Exec. Judge Voltaire Rosales Nadakip Na. Isa pa Patay” (Suspect in the Ambush-Killing of Judge 





of Tanauan as a place of violent politics.  Platon gained his position in politics during 
the Marcos administration.  Most local people believe that when Marcos fled to 
Hawaii and “people power” movement in the aftermath of the assassination of Ninoy 
Aquino on 21 August 1983. Marcos left much of his plundered wealth in the 
Philippines.  It is believed, mostly from the local people in Tanauan, that part of the 
wealth went to Platon to build his own political career.   
On May 7, 2001, Platon, running under the Lakas Party (or Lakas- CMD6) to 
which he had switched allegiance from the Nacionalista Party (NP)7, was shot and 
killed during his gubernatorial campaign.8  Locals believed that a communist gunman 
shot him dead shortly after he delivered a speech at a campaign rally at Tuy, a town 
plaza at Batangas.  Tirso “Ka Bart” Alcantara, a spokesperson of the New People’s 
Army (NPA) in Southern Tagalog, said in a press statement and a radio interview that 
the 52-year-old Platon was punished by the NPA for his “crimes against the people.”9  
Tanauan City has since been under the administration of Platon’s successor, 
Alfredo Corona.  Like Platon, Corona had switched from the Nacionalista to the 
Lakas Party, which had close ties with the Liberal Party (LP).  In fact, the then-
governor of Batangas, Hermilando Mandanas, and twenty-three mayors, including 
Corona, became Liberal Party members before shifting to the Reporma Party.10
                                                 
6 Lakas-CMD (Lakas-Christian Muslim Democrats) formed in 1991 is the current ruling party in the 
Philippines. A brief history of the party (though not complete) can be obtained from 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lakas-Christian_Muslim_Democrats#History  
7 Nacionalista Party (NP) is the oldest party in the Philippines. Formed in 1907, its main objective was 
to aim at independence from the US.  Another party, Liberal Party (LP) broke away from NP in 1945. 
See Carl Lande (1965) for Philippine party system.   
8 Born in August 26, 1946 in Tanauan, Batangas to parents Vicente Castillo Platon and Dolores 
Veneracion Platon, the late former mayor of Tanauan pursued his primary education (first to fourth 
grade) at Tanauan Elementary School and transferred to Our Lady of Fatima Academy to finish his 
fifth to sixth grades.  In his secondary education, he attended Ateneo de San Pablo in San Pablo City, 
Laguna.  He graduated with a Bachelor’s Degree in Commerce at the University of Sto. Tomas.  The 
background of Cesar Platon can be obtained from the Tanauan City Library.  
9  “Batangas Gubernatorial Bet Shot Dead; NPAs Own Killing,” Philippine Daily Inquirer, 8 May 2001, 
http://www.inq7.net. 
10 “Mayor Alfredo C. Corona, Pormal na Nanumpa sa Lakas-CMD” (Mayor Alfredo C. Corona, 





The reporting on the recent political disputes in Tanauan has indeed put the 
city into the category of a municipality rife with political fraudulence.  This is 
exemplified in the 2004 mayoral election between Corona, the incumbent mayor, and 
his rival, Sonia Torres-Aquino.11  While the dispute between Corona and Torres-
Aquino clearly falls into the pattern of two warring political factions, both were in 
fact running under the Lakas Party banner. The confrontations between the two 
actually started during the time of Cesar Platon’s mayorship.  Platon and the Torreses, 
the owners of the Yazaki-Torres factory located in Calamba, had a dispute regarding 
the former’s decision to make his supposed mistress run for mayor in 2001.  The 
Torreses rejected the decision and supported Corona instead.  One of the versions of 
the story is that the Torreses needed political backing for their businesses and Corona, 
at that time vice mayor of Tanauan, was the best candidate for the cause.  However, 
come the 2004 elections, the Torreses opposed Corona for unknown reasons.  The 
aftermath of the May 2004 mayoral election clearly showed that the relations between 
them were not as cordial as before. 
Table 1 
Local Election Results for Mayor and Vice-Mayor of 
Municipality/City of Tanauan, Batangas in 
1992, 1995, 1998, 2001 
 




May 11, 1992 Mayor Platon, Cesar 
V. 
NP 19,462 
 Vice-Mayor Corona, 
Alfredo C. 
NP 10,922 










                                                                                                                                            
Formal Ties with LP,” Manila Times, 5 January 2005, http://www.manilatimes.net; and on the 
monopolization of the Lakas Party in the provinces, see Charlie T. Querijero, “A Sad, Bad Tale,” 
Politik (1997): 42-47. 
11 A summary of the issue can be obtained from “A Tale of Two Mayors, ” Batangan News Service 





May 11, 1998 
 

















 Vice-Mayor Macandili, 
Diosdado P. 
NP 12,130 
Source: Commission on Election, COMELEC, Intramuros, Manila 
Note: 
NP = Nacionalista Party 
Lakas-NUCD-UMDP = Lakas ng EDSA - National Union of Christian Democrats- Union of Muslim 
Democrats of the Philippines 
Reforma LM PPC = Also known as Partido ng Demokratikong Reporma-Lapiang Manggagawa 
(Democratic Reform Party) PPC (People Power Coaliation)  
 
 
When the 2004 City Board of Canvassers declared Corona as the winner with 
31,942 votes against Torres-Aquino, who garnered 28,201 votes (see Table 2), the 
latter subsequently filed a protest on May 20, 2004 alleging fraud in the balloting, 
which led to a recount.12  After one and a half years of protest, the Commission on 
Elections (Comelec) Second Division, chaired by Mehol K. Sadain, with 
Commissioners Rufino Javier and Florencio Tuason, Jr. as members, made a decision 
on December 22, 2005 declaring Torres-Aquino as the duly elected mayor of Tanauan 
with a 3,102-vote margin.13  In its 465-page resolution, the Comelec found several 
anomalies, such as ballots with Corona votes written in a single handwriting (or by 
one person), fake ballots, which failed the ultraviolet light test, and “marked” ballots.  
Table 2 
Local Election Results Difference for Mayor and Vice-Mayor 
Of the City of Tanauan, Batangas in 2004 
 









City Mayor Lakas – 
CMD 
31,942 
  Aquino, Businessperson Lakas – 28,201 
                                                 


















  Macandili, 
Diosdado P. 
Businessperson Lakas – 
CMD 
27,710 
Source: http://www.tanauancity.gov.ph/election.php; Commission on Elections (COMELEC), 
Intramuros, Manila. 
Note: 
Lakas-CMD = Lakas-Christian Muslim Democracy 
 
Corona responded by filing a motion for reconsideration.  A six-member 
Comelec panel, known as “Comelec en banc,” granted on February 1, 2006 a motion 
of reconsideration filed by Corona to nullify the Comelec Second Division’s order in 
declaring Torres-Aquino as the winner of the Tanauan mayor election on December 
22, 2005.  However, the “Comelec en banc” failed to gain the mandatory majority of 
four votes among the commissioners. The voting was tied between Chairman 
Benjamin Abalos, Sr. and Commissioner Florentino Tuason, Jr. who voted in favor, 
and Commissioners Mehol Sadain and Rufino Javier dissenting, while Commissioners 
Resurreccion Borra and Romeo Brawner abstained.14  In other words, there was a 
deadlock in the Comelec en banc.  According to the Comelec’s Rules of Procedure, 
entitled “Procedure if Opinion is Equally Divided,” Section 6, Rule 18, when the 
Comelec en banc is equally divided in opinion, or a deadlock has occurred in appeal 
cases, the order or judgment of the appeal shall stand affirmed and shall be denied.15  
The Supreme Court decision after the Comelec en banc’s reconsideration 
prompted a major protest from the people of Tanauan.  The decision was followed by 
mass support for Corona.  Between 500 to 1,000 supporters headed by the Kalipunan 
ng mga Tanaueño para sa Tunay na Tinig ng Tao (KATAPAT or the Society of 
Tanaueños for the True Voice of the People), which was mainly composed of the poor 
                                                 







in Tanauan City, held Corona in the Tanauan City Hall from February 7, 2006 and 
blocked roads leading to the city hall by inflating tires of dump trucks.  Streamers 
were hung condemning the election body that favored the “moneyed and influential” 
Torres-Aquino.16  The standoff ended on March 3, 2006 when a bomb exploded at the 
back of the city hall.  Eventually, the bombing incident led to about 1,000 policemen 
coming in to disperse the supporters.17   
The above events and changes in Tanauan City are not an isolated affair in 
Philippine political history.  The portrayal of Tanauan’s local politics above is also 
not a surprise to many people familiar with its politics, as quite a few would agree 
with its reputation for being a “dangerous” town with a “violent” environment. 
Anyone familiar with such stories of local politics, whether about Tanauan or any 
other Philippine locality that hits the headlines, would be able to see resemblances 
with the image of politics produced by the patron-client framework. 
To Carl Lande, followed by Mary R. Hollsteiner, David Wurfel (in a more 
general sense), Diana J. Mendoza, and Remigio E. Agpalo, the relationship between 
the politicians or elites and masses is characterized by kinship ties, compradrazgo, 
and personalism.18  The patron provides all sorts of help to the clients, and in return 
the clients are obliged to repay the favor in order to avoid being stigmatized as 
walang utang na loob (without debt of gratitude) or walang hiya (without shame).  
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Such “Filipino” values structure politics into a clear dichotomy between a patron and 
a client, and determine the basic units of the Philippines’ factionalist political 
organizations, such as the Platon-Corona camp and the Torres-Aquino camp.  In 
addition, the party switching and patronage politics practiced by the two camps in 
Tanauan only serve to highlight and support Lande’s views on Philippine political 
behavior.19
Another perspective that can be brought to bear on Tanauan’s local politics is 
the “machine” approach.  In the early 1970s, Philippine political studies began to 
include the instrumentalist approach that focused on the emergence of a “machine” 
politician.  Analyzed through the prism of electoral politics, these approaches have 
reduced patron-clientelism not only to the cultural aspects of utang na loob (debt of 
gratitude) and hiya (shame), but also to material inducements.  K.G. Machado argues 
that, given the change in socioeconomic and organizational factors, coupled with 
increasingly intense national political competition in rural communities and growing 
mass participation, politics is no longer confined to traditionally wealthy families who 
depend on personal and kinship networks.  Instead, politics is increasingly run by the 
politically skilled leaders or “new men” from less wealthy and less well known family 
backgrounds.20  Participation is more instrumental (than kinship relationships) in the 
sense that to compete for votes, political machines such as local government offices, 
agencies, and pork barrel programs, play a vital role in providing immediate material 
rewards and inducements to the people/voters.  Town faction leaders have to be 
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inclusive and specialized in their political purposes to improve the conditions of 
barrio life in order to secure the national and provincial resources necessary to 
implement rural development projects.  
Even though there are currently no political studies that apply the “machine” 
approach to Tanauan, it has become a convenient approach in describing the usual 
political development and the machine styles of politicians within the Batangas 
region, such as what Masataka Kimura did in his account of Lipa City and in Takeshi 
Kawanaka’s study of Naga City, Bicol.21  Both suggest that interpersonal and patron-
client relationships have expanded their influence from political clans or families to 
incorporate “new men” or politicians who engage in promises, projects, and 
infrastructures, while ordinary people vote according to these calculating, rational-
cum-material inducements.  
The conveniences of applying the patron-client and instrumental approaches in 
Philippine local politics can be seen in Glenn A. May’s study of the revolution in 
Batangas province.22  May analyzes political behavior in Batangas by sifting through 
ecclesiastical and civil records pertaining to property values and numbers of 
occupants, as well as marriage and kinship ties, in order to argue that the revolution in 
Batangas was elite-led.23   Even though May carefully includes the masses in his 
depiction of resistance, their participation is described as being “out of a sense of 
obligation to their upper-class patrons,” “. . .induced or compelled. . .by the upper 
class,” “feared,” or “coerced.”24  He argues that pragmatic and functional interests 
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between the wealthy elite and poor masa (masses) fueled the revolution.  The political 
relationship between the two realms was pragmatic and functional because the poor 
feared losing their economic dependency on local elites in providing for their needs 
and bringing them out of their life of hardship. Philippine local politics is thus locked 
into an instrumentalist framework where the relationship between patron and client is 
of a functional manner that calculates interests or benefits, rather than being practiced 
beyond pragmatic and functionalist motives. In this way, Glenn May is able to argue 
that the revolution was “nationalist” only insofar as the elites were concerned.  This 
paradigm can easily be applied to Tanauan. If we analyze Tanauan’s socio-economic 
changes in recent decades, it does seem that city’s local politicians are building their 
little empires via pork barrel and that they appear to be working within a patron-client 
framework, a politics of fraud, a politics of “machinery,” of patrimonial and patron-
client relationships, rather than any sense of working for the common good of the 
municipality’s citizens. 
Tanauan is situated within the US$1.2 billion dollar industrialization project, 
known as Calabarzon (an acronym for the provinces of Cavite, Laguna, Batangas, 
Rizal, and Quezon), which was crafted under Corazon Aquino’s administration.25   
Tanauan serves as an entry point from Metro Manila to several cities in the Southern 
Tagalog region.  While its poblacion (city/town proper) comprises nine barangays 
(villages) (Barangay 1-7, Sambat and Darasa), the whole city has forty-eight 
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barangays that traverse the President Laurel Highway that links Tanauan to Metro 
Manila, which is sixty-eight kilometers to the north, and to Batangas City, the 
provincial capital, which is forty-five kilometers to the south.26  
Intensified by the introduction of the Local Government Code in 1991, 
Tanauan has transformed its economic activities from agricultural into largely 
industrial. The industrial area of Tanauan covers 260.0828 hectares, but 
approximately 30 percent of the major industrial estate of the Calabrazon area falls in 
Tanauan’s domain.  Among them is the First Philippine Industrial Park covering 
Barangay Pantay Bata and Ulango (220 hectares) on the northeast side, while another 
seventy-three hectares fall in Barangay Sta. Anastacia in the adjoining town of Santo 
Tomas.  The emerging industrial estates are Rancho Montana Special Economic Zone 
(Belle Corporation), covering the barangays located at the northwest side, namely 
Barangay Sulpoc, Suplang, Luyos, Montana, Altura Matanda, and Altura Bata, and 
which amount to 900 hectares of Tanauan land.  Another is the Philtown Industrial 
Estates located on the west of the poblacion, traversed by the STAR Highway, namely 
Barangay Trapiche and Pagaspas. 
 Such changes to Tanauan’s economic landscape—where the spoils are 
massive to those who can gain control of it—have led many to believe that the 
disputes between Corona and Torres-Aquino fall merely into the genre of the politics 
of fraud, vote buying, machine politics, and patronage politics.  Most politicians, 
including Corona, are described as using their public positions and funds to build their 
own patronage through industrial projects selectively tendered to their alliances.  In 
my fieldwork, some local people intimated that, judging from his possession of a 
four-wheel drive vehicle, Corona has become rich (mayaman) since he became 
                                                 





mayor.  The Torreses’s empire, Yazaki-Torres Manufacturing Inc., a company that 
exports automotive parts to the US, Japan, and Europe, generates exports of US$170 
million annually and employs almost 6,000 personnel.  With this empire, Torres-
Aquino is commonly believed to use her influence in Yazaki-Torres Manufacturing 
Inc. to fund her political campaign by promising jobs to Tanaueños if she wins the 
election.27  It was reported that before her campaign, Torres-Aquino, through her 
brother Feliciano Torres, the president of Yazaki-Torres Manufacturing Inc., 
sponsored thirty-two barangay captains to Bangkok for livelihood program 
trainings.28  
The instrumentalist approach to Philippine political behavior and the 
functionalist reading of politician-voter, rich-poor, and elite-mass relationships, have 
come to dominate the study of Philippine social and historical development.  To 
Benedict Anderson, Amando Doronila, and Paul Hutchcroft, among others, the 
Philippines’ “underdeveloped” politics is caused by the proliferation of “oligarchic 
elites” who have total control over the state.  The oligarchy is said to have descended 
from the “caciques” that emerged from the mid-19th century through the control of 
land ownership for the production of export crops and the cultivation of a landlord-
tenant relationship that was manipulative.29  This relationship evolved into a patron-
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client relationship (similar to Lande’s views), which proliferated within the conditions 
of the lack of an efficient bureaucracy, a weak economy, and “Filipino” values of 
utang na loob and hiya, fear, and violence.   
Deriving from a similar trajectory regarding the Philippines’ weak institutional 
formation during the period of U.S. colonization, Philippine local politics has also 
subsumed into the “bossism” (to use an American term) framework.30  John T. Sidel’s 
“bossism” analysis, while based partly on a study of the adjoining province of Cavite, 
would no doubt fit nicely into Tanauan’s context, given the latter’s reputation for 
being a shabu-infested violent environment, and with its local politics rivaling only 
Cavite’s in its reputation for political killings.  Sidel claims that “bossism” goes 
beyond patron-client ties, thus avoiding the use of cultural and instrumental 
approaches.  However, he relies on a study of “macro-political sociological” and 
“micro-economic” conditions on the study of local bosses’ “ideology” and “life 
experiences.” 31   Local bosses are constructed in a condition of “primitive 
accumulation,” whose authority, legitimacy, and charisma are derived from constantly 
displaying the ability to challenge rivals through violence in order to maintain their 
control of economic resources and political power.  Thus, under the conditions of 
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economic insecurity and poverty, the availability of local bosses to fulfill the claims 
and demands made by the people/voters makes personal protection and access to 
scarce resources a priority of the people to negotiate with the political authority.  
If we apply Sidel’s framework of bossism to Tanauan, Platon would be 
categorized as a boss who managed to manipulate the resources of the state for his 
accumulation of personal power, a condition that fits nicely into Sidel’s notion of 
“primitive accumulation.”32  Corona in this framework would not be seen as a “new 
man” but as a boss who is able to control “the broad mass of the population” whose 
“poverty and economic security,” as Sidel puts it, makes them “voters susceptible to 
clientelist, coercive, and monetary pressures and inducements.” 33  The struggle 
between bosses for economic resources and political influence is often resolved 
through violent means.  The assassination of Platon and the tensions between Corona 
and Torres-Aquino can be viewed as examples of a violent politics that enabled the 
local bosses of Tanauan to maintain their economic empires and local machineries, as 
Sidel would put it. 
  
Understanding Tanauan Local Politics 
The narratives of ordinary people’s views in Tanauan seem to be contradictory 
to the existing literature.  The high school teacher mentioned above, Mom Shirley, 
despite her views of Tanauan as a dangerous town whose politics is violent, 
nonetheless demonstrates another dynamic of Tanauan politics.  She was proud of 
being a Tanaueño when she was recalling her experiences during the mayoral election 
in 2004.  In a jeepney ride to the neighboring town of Calamba, she overheard a non-
Tanaueño describing Tanauan people as not resorting to vote buying or money.  The 
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political context of the 2004 election was that Torres-Aquino promised (or is 
sometimes believed to have threatened) to provide employment to Tanaueños if she 
won the election.  The people in Calamba admired the people of Tanauan because 
despite that “offer,” people still voted for Corona.  Based on her experiences, Tanauan 
local politics has at the same time manifested another dynamics of politicking: the 
politics of honesty and fairness.  
Mom Shirley, now in her 60s, has a brother who owns a shipping company 
and has a close relationship with Mayor Corona.  He recently built a small resort-like 
cottage at the lake shore of Barangay Gonzales.  However, he was refused a permit to 
turn the cottage into a resort. He complained to Mom Shirley that despite his close 
relationship with the mayor, the local government still refused to give him a permit.  
Instead of agreeing with his brother, Mom Shirley had a different opinion.  She told 
him that he should understand the situation of the mayor because the mayor also did 
not give out a permit to another businessperson, the owner of the Atalaya Resort (the 
name is a misnomer), to further expand that resort and transform it in the Italian style.  
In short, Mom Shirley’s opinion about Corona was that he was being fair and equal 
(pantay-pantay).  This value of being pantay-pantay can help us to understand 
another aspect of Tanauan local politics, especially from the perception of ordinary 
people.  If such perceptions are taken into consideration, can we simply conclude that 
they understand politics through the grid of patron-client, machine, patronage, violent 
politics per se? Or are there other values and meanings to them about politics in their 
locale?  
If Tanauan local politics is in fact full of violence, patronage, and fraud in its 
electoral system as portrayed by the media and as conveniently explained by the 





memories that ordinary people have of Platon as a “man without bodyguards,” “a man 
in only white T-shirt,” or “a man who gives flowers during fiestas,” rather than as a 
murder victim that deserved his fate?  How do we explain the incident that happened 
in the Tanauan City Hall that attracted 1,000 Katapat members in support of Corona?  
In addition, throughout the fieldwork for this thesis, there is a constant description of 
Corona as a person (tao) who is good (mabait), has a clean heart (malinis na puso) 
and a good inner being (magandang loob), and is helpful (matulungin).  How do we 
approach this sort of politics according to ordinary people, that puts much emphasis 
on the concepts of mabait and loob to describe a leader and a tao?  Finally, what can 
explain Mom Shirley’s pride in Tanauan political behavior while at the same time 
admitting to its violent and manipulative side?  
If we apply Sidel’s definition of “ideology” and “life experiences,” which 
focuses on institutions rather than languages as manifestations of cultural meaning, 
we would have to ignore the ordinary people’s cultural manifestations of local 
concepts, as articulated, for example, in the language and emotional expressions of 
being malapit (closeness) and mabait (good), and having magandang loob (good 
inner being). In Sidel’s work, language and culture are ignored in the analysis of 
ideology and life experiences.34  But are ideology and life experiences not part of 
“culture”? And is the exploration of language and meaning not crucial to 
understanding the nuances of life experiences?35  How do we explain the realities of 
Tanauan local folks’ explications of mabait and puso (heart) when talking about the 
politicians and politics around them, which requires the interpretation of meanings 
and the translation of local (Tagalog) idioms and concepts?  
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These are important local realities and cultural artifacts that cannot be pushed 
aside by merely saying that they are just emotional sentiments that have no effect on 
the structuring of society, or are merely the effects of manipulations by the elites upon 
ordinary people, who become caught up in a web of patron-client ties, instrumental 
behavior, and violence.  One explanation of the limitations of traditional Philippine 
political studies, especially in understanding the relationship between ordinary people 
and the so-called elites, is the identification and labeling of supposedly basic 
attributes of “Filipino identity,” which operates together with a negative “othering” of 
Philippine culture.  Reynaldo C. Ileto in his critiques of some of the “classic” works 
by American and Filipino historians and political scientists, argues that the dominant 
socio-political and historical discourse on the Philippines has accentuated the 
“orientalizing” of “Filipino values” as the negative “other” of Western, or more 
specifically American, values. It is the recalcitrance to change of traditional 
Philippine values and institutions that have brought about the country’s 
underdevelopment. 36   Ileto argues instead that by essentializing certain observed 
“peculiarities” of Filipino political culture such as patron-client ties, ritual kinship, 
personal loyalties, utang na loob (debt of gratitude) and hiya (shame), many scholars 
have fixed the masses as submissive, personally loyal to their patrons, and afraid of 
being condemned to shame if a debt is not paid.  The elite conversely becomes 
“fixed” as the manipulator of traditional values, and the monopolizer of politics, for 
its own ends. 37   In other words, according to Ileto, complex Philippine social 
structures and values are reduced or “orientalized” into a system of patron-client ties, 
family politics, and violent behavior, that constitutes the negative opposite of an ideal 
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system represented by the American democratic model introduced at the beginning of 
the twentieth century.  
Considering the limitations of the traditional analyses as exposed by Ileto and 
others, this thesis finds in other approaches a more meaningful and relevant way of 
explaining ordinary people’s way of “politicking.”  This alternative approach derives 
from the interpretation of politics embedded in everyday life experiences and drawn 
from the perspective of “culture,” language and emotion.  To borrow Ileto’s words, 
excavating the “indigenous languages or a truly ‘inside view’ of the culture. . .that is 
disguised in a purely clientelist construct…” entails going beyond the structural, 
institutional, political economy, and political violence perspectives discussed above.38  
It is thus argued in this thesis that the local concepts of tulong/pera (help/money), 
mabait (good), loob (inner being), lakaran (journey), sariling sikap (self initiative), 
malapit/malayo (closeness/aloofness), pagsubok (trial), pagmamalasakit (compassion, 
to have interest in), kaligtasan (salvation), and liwanag (light) are often taken as a 
given.  However, they are in fact more complex and involve nuances of meaning that 
are not brought out in the traditional literature.  As will be shown in the following 
chapters, these complexities often stem from the influence of popular religious ideas, 
which become the basis of ordinary people’s view of the world of politics, their 
“resistance” (if it comes to that) to the way things are moving, and their visions of the 
future. 
This dissertation is organized as follows:  Chapter 2 briefly indicates the 
research setting and the methods of the dissertation.  Chapter 3 reexamines the 
concepts of tulong and pera through the lenses of politicians in their attempts to 
construct forms of local governance along morally-oriented lines.  Chapter 4 identifies 
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the local concepts of loob (inner being), lakaran (journey), sariling sikap (self-help), 
and malapit/malayo (closeness/aloofness) as constituting the basis of ordinary 
people’s formulation of “resistance.”  Chapter 5 excavates the religious connotations 
of these local concepts and how they often serve as the basis of the masa’s (masses’) 
understanding of their relationship with the elites. More importantly, the religious 
connotations of local concepts do serve as the reference point of ordinary people’s 
desires and visions.  Finally, the conclusion emphasizes that the study of ordinary 
people’s politics encompasses more than their relationship with the elites.  Their 
“resistance” cannot be seen purely as a struggle for power to decide, but rather as an 
assertion of their desires for the betterment of life and their visions for a more 
egalitarian society. 
 
Politics of Culture: Reading “Culture” as “Political” 
In political science, culture is defined as a space of contest that is “political” 
with its manifestations of a particular constellation of beliefs and values, 
psychological orientations, and structures that vary within each society. 39   For 
instance, American political culture would be assumed to be rooted in rational 
behavior and liberal/scientific values, while the political culture of the Philippines 
would be categorized as being based on certain “Filipino” traits of utang na loob (debt 
of gratitude), hiya (shame), and so forth.  Political analyses of this type see culture as 
“given.” 40   Moreover, studies of political culture have been located within 
institutional spaces where what is considered “political” is only located within the 
                                                 
39 See Sonia E. Alvarez, Evelina Dagnino, and Arturo Escobar, eds., Cultures of Politics/Politics of 
Cultures: Revisioning Latin American Social Movements (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1998) for 
critiques on “Political Culture,” 10-14. 





confines of concepts such as parties, voting behavior, lobbying, election time, 
democratization, popular activist movement, and the like.41   
It is important to indicate at the outset that when this thesis looks at culture in 
the study of politics, it does not mean that the culture of ordinary people is “given,” 
essential, discrete, and bounded.42  According to Ileto, essentializing projects have 
tended to negativize other (e.g., Filipino) societies to justify the Western mode of 
doing politics (i.e., colonization).  In other words, it is “orientalizing” the politics of 
others.43  In addition, this thesis does not limit itself to the political side of culture 
within the formal institutions of politics such as, for instance, parties, electoral 
systems, or social movements. Instead, politics happens beyond these formal 
institutions, such as in shopping malls, public markets, etc.44 The study of politics 
extends to everyday life, an approach advocated by Benedict J. Tria Kerkvliet. 45   
Neither does this thesis limit politics to activities of politicians or officials, but 
includes within its scope the activities of ordinary people such as peasant farmers, 
workers, women in the marketplace, etc..   
“Culture” is widely understood as comprising “the arts,” specifically the fields 
of music, literature, painting, and sculpture, and is sometimes even limited to “high 
culture.”  However, the rise of cultural studies, especially during the “cultural turn” in 
social and human sciences, shifted the focus of “culture” to the analysis of systems of 
meanings and symbols, and extended its scope to the domain of the popular. The 
study of culture at the hands of anthropologists took in belief systems and the life 
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worlds of indigenous peoples.46  This thesis views culture according to the following 
definition provided by Stuart Hall: 
[C]ulture is about “shared meanings.”  Now language is the privileged 
medium in which we “make sense” of things, in which meanings are 
produced and exchanged.  Meanings can only be shared through our 
common access to language.  So language is central to meaning and 
culture and has always been regarded as the key repository of culture 
values and meanings….  Language is able to do this because it operates as 
a representational system.  In language, we use signs and symbols – 
whether they are sounds, written, words, electronically produced images, 
musical notes, even objects – to stand for or represent to other people our 
concepts, ideas, and feelings.  Language is one of the “media” through 
which thoughts, ideas, and feelings are represented in a culture.47  
 
Hall’s definition of culture is adopted in this thesis because emphasis is put on 
language beyond its linguistic domain.   Language is a tool to express our thoughts, 
meanings, and feelings within a familiar and normative context, which represents a 
particular system of representation/culture. Thus, culture is basically related to the 
everyday usage of language.  The production of meaning via language between 
members of the society is the representation of their thoughts, ideas, and feelings 
about the world.  Therefore, culture is a system of representation that produces 
meaning that is understood, constructed, and shared by agencies through language 
(written, media, songs, etc.) to express thoughts and feelings/emotions.  
Culture as a system of representation of meaning is not “given.”  According to 
Roger M. Keesing and Joel S. Kahn, culture is by no means shared and bounded.  
Instead, it is ambiguous and is the result of the selective process of making sense of 
particular social actions and ideas that are interwoven within capitalism and 
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1997), 2; For a brief summary of cultural studies, see Alvarez, Dagnino, and Escobar, “Introduction: 
The Cultural and the Political in Latin American Social Movements,” in Cultures of Politics/Politics of 
Cultures: Revisioning Latin American Social Movements, eds. Sonia E. Alvarez, Evelina Dagnino, and 
Arturo Escobar (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1998), 2-5.  See Keesing (November 1991) and Kahn 
(November 1991) for a critique on the assessment and a suggestion on cultural studies in anthropology. 





colonialism, transnational borders, and various political and economic structures.48  In 
other words, transnational/national/global forces can shape culture, while at the same 
time it can reshape such forces from within particular localities.49  Thus, culture is not 
“given,” or fixed, but fragmented, and changes over time.  
This study limits itself to the perceptions of ordinary people without 
necessarily relating them to transnational forces and the colonial experience.  Instead, 
this study simply tries to comprehend, at the micro-level, ordinary people’s social 
actions and life changes by treating their language and emotions as part and parcel of 
“culture.”  Thus culture is taken as fluid, changeable, and selectively formulated in 
response to the actual experiences of informants, within a particular set of material 
conditions.  
The definition of culture as a system of representation, which is arbitrary and 
constructed by human agencies, makes more sense to us in studying ordinary people’s 
way of doing politics. It is useful here to adopt what Sonia E. Alvarez, Evelina 
Dagnino, and Arturo Escobar identify as another terrain of “politics,” which they 
define as cultural politics vis-à-vis political culture: 
[T]he (political) process enacted when sets of social actors shaped by, 
and embodying, different cultural meanings and practices come into 
conflict with each other….assumes meanings and practices – 
particularly those theorized as marginal, oppositional, minority, 
residual, emergent, alternative, dissident, and the like, all of them 
conceived in relation to a dominant cultural order – can be the source 
of processes that must be accepted as political….Cultural is political 
because meanings are constitutive of processes that, implicitly and 
explicitly, seek to redefine social power.  That is, when movements 
deploy alternative conception of woman, nature, race, economy, 
democracy, or citizenship that unsettle dominant cultural meanings, 
they enact a cultural politics.50  
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These definitions propose that culture flows from within normative practices, or in 
Lisa Lowe and David Lloyd’s words, from “‘what-has-been-formed” that ordinary 
people are familiar with, to represent their own identity. 51   This cultural 
representation of or by ordinary people addresses relations of power when it is being 
challenged, marginalized, or made to submit to dominant forces.  Thus, cultural 
practices can be used as forms of resistance, negotiation, or evaluation in response to 
the dominating forces, in order to reclaim social power.  Therefore, quite different 
from the definition of Political Culture, which tends to essentialize culture, the study 
of cultural politics regards culture as a source of political response to or reaction 
against a dominating order.  
 Cultural politics is embedded in ordinary people’s life experiences.  This can 
be seen in Lila Abu-Lughod’s call for more “ethnographies of the particular.”  It 
emphasizes life experiences or agencies that “have been constructed historically and 
have changed over time.”52 Abu-Lughod emphasizes the particular life experiences of 
individuals in order to capture the changes in their social life, in which they 
…are confronted with choices, struggle with others, make conflicting 
statements, argue about points of view on the same events, undergo 
ups and downs in various relationships and changes in their 
circumstances and desires, face new pressures, and fail to predict what 
will happen to them or those around them.53
  
Abu-Lughod’s call for “ethnographies of the particular” has its counterpart in 
historical research: Michel Foucault’s advocacy of Friedrich Nietzsche’s “Effective” 
history that 
…deals with the events in terms of their most unique characteristics, 
their most acute manifestations. An event, consequently, is not a 
decision, a treaty, a reign, or a battle, but the reversal of a relationship 
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of forces, the usurpation of power, the appropriation of a vocabulary 
turned against those who had once used it, a feeble domination that 
poisons itself as it grows lax, the entry of a masked “other.”  The 
forces operating in history are not controlled by destiny or regulative 
mechanisms, but respond to haphazard conflicts.  They do not manifest 
the successive forms of a primordial intention and their attraction is not 
that of a conclusion, for they always appear through the singular 
randomness of events.54
 
More importantly, “cultural politics” is to be understood not just in response to 
hegemony or as being shaped by a dominant cultural order.  Instead, the subaltern’s 
contestations are manifested within their own “rationalities” deriving from their daily 
life activities, to redefine and to defend their origins and definition of social 
concepts.55   
One Philippine study that resembles the cultural politics approach is Albert E. 
Alejo’s work on Mount Apo.  In analyzing conflicts between an indigenous 
movement called Tuddok to Kalubbaran ni Apo Ayon Umpan (Pillars of the 
Descendants of Ayon Umpan) and the Philippine National Oil Company (PNOC) 
over the sacred mountain of Mount Apo, Alejo argues that contestation by the 
powerless takes form through an articulation of meanings derived from their daily 
practices.  The conflict with PNOC involved “the culturally mediated collective 
capabilities by which [indigenous] people try to reanimate themselves in the face of, 
but not exclusively in relation to, the existing political binary opposition or 
environmental change.” 56   Alejo takes seriously what ultimately is at stake in a 
people’s struggle: “not just livelihood, but a way of life, and not just difference, but 
also dignity.”57  In other words, cultural politics is embedded in the everyday lives of 
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ordinary people and comes to play as a political response to external threats and as a 
means of enacting their constitutive visions and desires. 
If we are to understand the struggles between the powerless and powerful, the 
subordinates and superordinates, the masa (mass) and “elite”; if, as is attempted in 
this thesis, we are to explore ordinary people’s application of notions of mabait 
(good) and loob (inner being) to Tanauan’s local politicians, it is crucial to be able to 
understand the cultural practices embedded within their everyday life experiences, 
and the languages (speeches, paintings, songs, newspapers, conversations, etc.) and 
emotions through which they articulate their understandings of politics, the economy, 
gender relations, ethnicity, religious practices, and the like.  As will be shown in later 
chapters, these can be excavated from local newspapers, everyday speech and 
conversations, bodily gestures, and religious texts. 
Such “cultural” articulations cannot be perceived as simply an effect of power 
struggles: whether power over, power against or the domination of one party over 
another.58  More often than not, “culture politics” enacts a claim for power that is 
parallel to what Alejo claims as the “power to will,” defined as “more of the moral 
and spiritual and creative resource to be or to remain or sometimes to become a 
people with self-confidence and self-affirmation.”59  Following Alejo’s lead, when 
“culture” is mentioned in this study, it refers to normative practices of ordinary men 
and women, embodied within their everyday life experiences, their everyday usage of 
language, their emotional orientations, and encompassing a variety of social domains 
over time.  Its cultural meanings are mundane, fragmented, selectively constructed, 
and not explicitly articulated into political institutions, elections, or taken as political 
strategies to reclaim power.  “Culture” of this sort is “political” because it pertains to 
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power relations.  When it is challenged, marginalized, or made subordinate, the 
practices of resistance and negotiation arise to retaliate in quest for social power.  Yet, 
such struggle for power pertains to recognition, respect, and status, a manifestation of 
their visions and views of reality.  Thus, the struggle is always for the redefinition of 
identity, a reinstatement of their definitions of social concepts, and the integrity of 
their social world, rather than an attempt to wrest hegemony from power holders. 
 
 
Politics from “Below:” Writing “Lives,” Everyday Meanings, Languages  
 
Like Alejo’s study above but more formally oriented towards rural politics, 
Kerkvliet’s Everyday Politics in the Philippines looks carefully into the everyday 
lives of ordinary people, their languages and social concepts, in order to excavate 
their hidden resistances.60   Kerkvliet’s analysis is dissimilar to Sidel’s “bossism” 
study because the latter displaces languages or “culture” and the interpretation of local 
concepts in the study of “life experiences” of local politics.61  Through the analysis of 
local words and concepts, Kerkvliet is able to decode the meanings implicit in social 
relations between the landlord (the patron) and the peasant (client), giving “voice” to 
the latter in (local) political studies.  
Kerkvliet’s study of peasant resistance in the municipality of Talavera, in 
Nueva Ejica province, goes beyond conventional approaches that focus on how 
material incentives shape superordinate and subordinate relations. He demonstrates 
instead that the peasants’ claims are not limited to subsistence needs such as 
minimum wages, food or shelter for survival, but revolve as well around the issues of 
dignity, respect, and quality of life as human beings.  In San Ricardo, claims have not 
been made based on the past: i.e., on formal patron-client relationships.  Peasants 
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make their claims based on the idiom of “help.”  The fact that “help” brings about 
provisions is a sign that the rich respect the status of the poor tenants.62  Moreover, 
Kerkvliet’s analysis places great importance upon the peasants’ everyday politics of 
status through the deployment of language and concepts that stem from ordinary 
people, such as karapatan (rights), pantay-pantay (equality), kalayaan (freedom), 
katarungan (justice), kapwa (the unity of self with others), and pakikipagkapwa 
(treating others as equals, as you would yourself, as human beings).  Underlying these 
concepts is the language of contending values between the rich and the poor.  
Kerkvliet’s understanding of language and local concepts is able to bring to light 
peasant “resistance” that goes beyond patron-client ties, material inducements, and the 
politics of fear, and instead hinges upon a politics of respect and dignity.  
Other studies such as that of Myrna J. Alejo, Maria Elena P. Rivera, Noel 
Inocencio P. Valencia on [De]scribing Elections, Fenella Cannell’s Power and 
Intimacy, and Ileto’s Pasyon and Revolution highlight the importance of religious 
values and concepts as units of analysis in the study of the everyday social meanings 
of politics as well as resistance.63  Alejo, Rivera, and Valencia analyze the concepts of 
loob (inside) and taong-labas (person from outside) constructed through the religious 
practices of arbularyo (healer) within the barangay to describe the rationale and 
worldviews of ordinary people in selecting their popular leader.  Cannell’s 
anthropological analysis of the Bicol people in San Ignacio offers us the poor or kami 
mayong-mayo (we who have nothing at all) people’s perception of power relations 
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within the sphere of their everyday lives through the idioms of emotions such as pity, 
oppression, and love.  Meanwhile, Ileto looks at the importance of loob (inner being), 
damay (empathy), and liwanag (light), as manifested in the Pasyon (a Tagalog 
religious text sung during Holy Week), to Tagalog peasants in giving meaning to their 
participation in anticolonial movements.  These studies portray the politics of ordinary 
people--the peasants, and the poor--through the excavation of their languages and 
emotions.  They also bring out a dimension of politics normally absent in traditional 
patron-client frameworks: the religiosity of particularly the lower-class constituents in 
the political arena. 
This thesis, as a study of Tanauan local politics, further develops Kerkvliet’s 
work on contested social meanings in Philippine (local) politics through an analysis of 
language and emotions. It focuses on social meanings that stem from the religious 
ideas of ordinary people. It looks into their lives as situated in everyday contestations 
and negotiations, through their narration of experiences that have affected their lives, 
their evaluations of social justice, their motivations for certain actions, and their 
religious practices. This thesis, nevertheless, is neither an attempt to construct an 
alternative Philippine political culture, nor is it to displace Philippine traditional 
politics studies.  Rather, it tracks the literature and the conventional views on Tanauan 
local politics that give rise to the limited understanding we have had thus far of the 
role of ordinary people or masa in politics.  Based on ethnographic research, this 
study then attempts to decode the perceptions of ordinary people regarding (local) 
politics and their relationships with the “elite.” 
The attempt to uncover the meanings imbedded in local languages, concepts 
and emotions that underlie acts of resistance, domination, negotiation and 





as, for example, the inclusion of politico-anthropological analyses of emotions and 
language.  Thus it is apt to borrow Alejo’s words that the thesis is about “the 
languages and their [ordinary people’s] ways of crafting them [sociability]; their 
bodies and their ways of moving them; their tools and material resources and their 
ways of using them; their stories and their ways of telling them; their memories, 
rituals, symbols and their ways of interpreting and circulating them.”64  In this regard, 
it is important for us to have a general idea about the way of life of ordinary people in 
Tanauan City (but limited to Barangay Gonzales), their social dynamics, as well as 
their constructions of social meanings and “cultural” norms.  This will be taken up in 
the subsequent chapters. But first, we shall discuss the nature of the field research 
project and its limitations. 
 
                                                 






CHAPTER 2: The Research Setting 
 
In this chapter, we introduce the physical and social landscape of Barangay 
Gonzales.  This is followed by an account of how I came to choose this location for 
my research and how I managed to establish myself in the community.   
Barangay Gonzales (and Tanauan City) was chosen as my research site due to 
the fact that my initial contact person owes a piece of land in the barangay. For 
practical reason, I started to conduct my fieldwork from the area.  However, I came to 
realize that the barangay is a feasible site to further my own objectives.  As will be 
teased out more detail below, Gonzales is occupied, on one hand, by the “well-to-do” 
barangay folks (access to wider work opportunity, social networking), while on the 
other hand, by the poorer barangay folks.  Within these seemingly separate nucleus of 
community, most of the barangay folks are relatives, close friends, or god-parents 
(kumpadre), and yet most of them have their own choice of candidates.  How do they 
reconcile their differences and similarities, politically?  In addition, Gonzales is 
considered, a relatively peaceful barangay (no major crimes or conflict among the 
barangay folks1) but is one of the poorest barangays in Tanauan City.2 Will economic 
resources (and security issues) bring to contestation or reconciliation between the 
“patron” and the “client”? In align to James Scotts’ and Benedict Kerkvliet’s 
researches at Sedeka (Malaysia) and San Ricardo (the Philippines) respectively, how 
then do I excavate their contestations, resistances, or “hidden transcript” within the 
seemingly harmonious environment?   
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Given my background as a Malaysian of Chinese ethnic background, with a 
rather hasty training in the Tagalog language, what could I possibly expect to 
understand about rural Filipino politics, and what were to be the limits of my 
understanding? Finally, having situated myself in the barangay, in the final section of 
this chapter we shall provide examples of what I could discover from my interviews 
with the people: their accounts of their struggles for a livelihood within the varying 
landscape of the barangay, and the resulting differences in lifestyle among them. 
 
Physical Landscape of Barangay Gonzales 
 
Barangay Gonzales (Gonzales) is nine kilometers away from the Tanauan 
town proper (poblacion area).  It covers 180 hectares of the land of Tanauan City.  It 
is located at the shore of Taal Lake on its west, bounded by Barangays Ambulong and 
Banadero on the north, Barangays Wawa, Boot, and Maria Paz on the south, and 
Barangays Janopol Occidental and Oriental on the east. (See Appendix 1 for the 
location of Barangay Gonzales)   
In 1964, Barangay Janopol was divided into two barangays (villages), namely 
Janopol and Gonzales.  On 27 September 1969, under Republic Act 3590 as amended, 
Barangay Janopol Oriental was created.3  There are two versions of the origin of the 
split.  In Alice de Guzman, et al., it was Alfredo Vivas, known as “Mang Edong,” 
then a barangay councilor of Barangay Janopol, who initiated the petition for the 
division of Janopol into three barangays. 4   In contrast to this, according to the 
Barangay Integrated Development Plan (BIDP) of Barangay Gonzales, it was the 
effort of Lamberto Ortiz, Crispulo Rosita, and other barangay councilors in 1964 who 
suggested having Barangay Janopol divided up into Barangays Janopol Oriental, 
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Occidental, and Gonzalez. 5    Barangay Gonzales was initially named “Bagong 
Silang,” meaning “Newborn.”  But the barangay captain then disapproved the name 
on the grounds that the new barangay had to be named after a hero (bayani).  As a 
result, the barangay was named after General Nicolas Gonzales, and that made a 
sensible choice since the mayor during that period was Mayor Pedro Gonzales, a 
member of the same family and who was elected from 1942 to 1943, and from 1952 
to 1967.  
The easiest way to get to Barangay Gonzales is by riding a jeepney from the 
poblacion (city proper), with the fare costing P20 for a journey of between twenty-
five to thirty minutes.  However, the time to get to the destination takes close to one 
hour, depending on the number of passengers in the jeepney.  Usually, the jeepney 
driver would wait for passengers in order to be able to cover the petrol cost, which is 
P240.  Alternatively, one could pay that full amount of fare (i.e., the fare of other 
passengers) if one is not willing to wait.  However, this is rare, as most people in 
Gonzales are poor.  Most of the barangay folks who travel to the poblacion are young 
factory workers who travel to Calamba or Sto. Tomas for work every morning and 
evening depending on their shifts, the tinderas (store owners) who refurbish their 
groceries, the barangay workers such as social workers, church workers, and 
association officials who travel to the city offices or visit politicians’ residents to 
solicit for help, and the farmers or traders who deliver their goods to the palengke 
(market).  
A jeepney ride serves not only as a means of transportation, but also as a 
“space” of socialization.  Riding a jeepney in the provincial area is different from 
riding a jeepney in a big city like Manila.  The jeepney barkers could be friends or 
                                                 





relatives of the passengers.  The passengers know the jeepney drivers, as the drivers 
are part of the folks of the barangay.  Each passenger is rarely ever a stranger to the 
other passengers in the jeep.  The jeepney serves as a public place for exchanging 
news, casual conversations, and greetings, and discussing topics that are of common 
concern.  This is understandable, as everyone is a neighbor, relative, friend, or 
colleague.  Those who are financially well off or are senior in age do not hesitate to 
pay for their close friends, relatives, kumpadre (god-parents), or someone who is well 




Figure 2: Illustration of the area of Barangay Gonzales 
 
The socio-economic landscape of Gonzales can be categorized into two major 
parts.  Purok (district) I to VI are considered to be a relatively well-to-do residential 
area, while Purok VII is a relatively poor area.  However, this does not mean that 
Gonzales is a barangay full of landowners, big businesspeople, or the like.  Quite the 





categorized as one of the poorest barangays in Tanauan.  The major difference 
between these two types of purok is their source of income, accessibility to 
employment, and educational background.  In addition, there are differences in the 
socio-economic dynamics between those who live in the lowlands and highlands.6  
If one takes the President Laurel Highway, one needs to enter Barangays 
Janopol Oriental and Occidental before reaching Gonzales.  The first scenic view that 
one would encounter is Taal Lake, as Purok I and II of the barangay are located on 
high ground.  Here, the residential houses that are built on both sides of the road 
would change one’s preconception of the Philippine version of a rural area.  The 
houses in Barangay Gonzales are well constructed and arranged in a linear manner 
along the roadside.  Some even have floral gardens and well-manicured lawns 
covered with Bermuda grass, clean front yards, and are spacious in size.  However, 
the majority of barangay folks do not have houses like this.  The houses in Barangay 
Gonzales are grouped into clusters.  Some houses are built along the roadside and 
some are located on the hillside.  There are sixty-nine houses built with brick stones, 
twenty-five with wood, ten with bamboo or nipa, and 139 houses are half-built with 
concrete or brick.7  From my own observation, those whose houses are made from 
brick are mostly seen as rich, while those whose houses are made from wood, 
bamboo, or nipa are seen as belonging to the poorer households.  
The majority of the households have at least one person in the family working 
abroad as an OFW (Overseas Filipino Worker): either as a domestic helper or as a 
seaman.  This has contributed to the upgrading of lifestyles of their family members.  
When entering the border of Gonzales, one is welcomed with an arch with names on 
both sides of the poles indicating the sponsors who work abroad (mostly from Rome, 
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Italy).  These OFWs play a significant role in the community in providing help to the 
poorer barangay folks.  Their role as the provider carries a similar weight to that of 
the help provided by politicians or landlords.  The OFWs and their relatives are the 
persons who are always approached by their relatives and friends for help in building 
schools, providing scholarships for local children, paying hospital bills, helping the 
poor to solicit signatures from politicians in the poblacion, etc.  
Further down the slope is Purok III.  The first landmark of the barangay is 
Gonzales Elementary School on the left side, and opposite it is the barangay church.  
On the right side of the church is the newly built Barangay Health Center, which faces 
the Barangay Hall.  The area is “the center” of the barangay as most activities, such 
as Sunday mass, barangay meetings, health check-ups, and medicine distribution, are 
held there.  Houses along the road are relatively well built because the family 
members who reside in this part of the barangay either work in factories or are 
OFWs.   
At the foot of the slope, about 300 meters away from “the center,” is Purok IV 
where the former Barangay Health Center used to be.  This was converted to a 
kindergarten.  At the back of the kindergarten is the jeepney stop for passengers who 
travel by bangka (small boat) across the lake to Mahabang Buhangin, located at 
Barangay Maria Paz.  Purok V mainly covers the highland area.  Therefore, Purok I-
IV can be considered as embodying the characteristics of an “urbanized” 
environment: they have access to the church, medicine, social functions, education, 
and transportation. They have a relatively well-organized housing platform, and 
people here depend on regular income from working in factories or being (or having 





  Further up the road is Purok VI, then Purok VII otherwise known as Sitio 
Camalig.  In contrast to the houses before this sitio, the majority of the households of 
Sitio Camalig do not own the land but are instead tenants of the Almoro family.  A 
total of 215 households in Gonzales have their own land either through inheritance or 
purchased through land reform.  Eighty households received their own land through 
the goodwill of the local families or landlords.  The Almoro family has given land in 
goodwill (nagbigay) to seventy families; the Salisi family has given land to six 
households; and the Sacianco family has given their land to some households (data 
not available) in Purok VI and III.8  
Most of the people in Sitio Camalig are either farmers or fishermen, though 
the majority of the younger generation, especially females, work in the factory after 
graduating from high school.  Those who are lucky (suwerte) and have sufficient 
financial capability are either working abroad as OFWs or seamen.  However, the 
numbers are minimal compared to Purok I, II, and III.  In general, the residents in 
Sitio Camalig are relatively poor as can be seen from their houses.  Even though the 
houses are mostly built of cement, they are quite simple, most having two bedrooms, 
one living room, a kitchen area, and one bathroom.  Most of the houses are not 
painted or even smoothly cemented.  The bricks used to construct the walls are still 
exposed.  The houses are not equipped with indoor plumbing.  Water is collected from 
the poso (water pumps).  Some of the poso were “donated” by the politicians 
(especially during election time), and some were delivered upon the solicitation of the 
local people through their barangay captain.  
                                                 





Sitio Camalig can be seen as another “center” all on its own.  It has its own 
tuklong (barrio church), which was built by the Almoros.9  It is opened once a month 
for barangay folks to attend Sunday mass, or to serve as a meeting place for the 
members of the Cursilio Movement, for local government meetings, and special 
occasions such as the fiesta of the sitio held on the 1st and 2nd of June and the Flores 
de Mayo (a religious activity held in the month of May devoted to Mother Mary).  
The basketball court, which is also donated by the Almoros, is usually a place for the 
youths to gather, especially during evening time.  
Each landmark in the sitio is within close proximity of each other, thus making 
this area a “center” of activities where the tindahan or sari-sari stores (variety stores) 
and waiting shed (for the jeepney) are located nearby.  People would come to buy 
their daily necessities, or wait for a jeepney to go to the poblacion. Each activity 
provides a space for casual talks, meetings, greetings, hanging out, and of course, 
political discussions.  This locus point has become a “favorite place” among the 
tambay (from the English “standby”), which refers to those unemployed and therefore 
have nothing to do but “hang out” with no purpose at all.  According to one of the 
barangay councilors, Sitio Camalig might become another new barangay on its own.  
However, if this is ever to be implemented, it would probably be a while. 
In the sitio, there are two types of residents: the Tagalogs and the Bicolanos.  
The former are those who were originally born in the sitio, while the latter are those 
who migrated from the Bicol region and married locals.10   The Tagalogs seldom 
communicate with the Bicolanos, and vice versa, largely due to the fact that there are 
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known is that when the original landlord, Josefa Garcia Pamplona passed away, the land was allocated 
to her nieces: Lola Pita, who is now residing at Tanauan City proper, Lola Lilit (her cousin), Lola Eva 
(her sister, who lives in the US). 
10 In Tanauan City, the Tagalog comprises of 113,438 or 97.18 percent and Bikol/Bicol comprises of 
1,272 or 1.09 percent of the household population. “Comprehensive Land Use Plan & Tax Mapping” 





no kinship relations between them, except through marriage.  There is a general 
perception by outsiders that the Bicolanos are relatively more hardworking than the 
Tagalogs.  However, this belief may have originated from the fact that most Bicolanos 
become farmers or work the farms for the landowners, while the locals (Tagalogs) 
prefer to work either outside the farm or in the city proper of Tanauan.  Most 
Bicolanos stay in the uplands, while the Tagalogs stay on the lowlands, thus making 
communication between these two groups even more difficult.  However, this sense of 
alienation can be broken through marriage.  One of my informants, who was born in 
Bicol and migrated to Gonzales with his father in the 1960s, had problems with the 
native Tagalogs.  But since he married a local (Tagalog) from Gonzales, his 
relationship with the locals became closer.  Thus, the kinship system is one of the 
essential social institutions in Gonzales. 
Even though Gonzales is divided into seven districts (purok), most of the 
residents are relatives and cousins.  This kinship system expands to Barangays 
Janopol Occidental, Oriental, Bañadero, and Wawa.  The population of Barangay 
Gonzales is 1,853, consisting of 966 males and 887 females.  They are gathered into 
390 households with a total of 325 houses built.11  Such a kinship network has made 
the social concept of pakikisama (social mingling and cooperation) and 
pakikipagkapwa (fellowship) important social cultural norms among the people in 
their everyday socialization.  These concepts, as the following chapters of the thesis 
will explain, have intimate connections with the moral notion (and act) of tulong 
(help).  At this juncture, suffice it to say that tulong is always sought from those who 
are seen to be malapit (approachable).  
                                                 





There are several ways to ask for tulong (help).  A mother who has an ill child, 
for example, could solicit a signature from politicians to get a discount from the 
hospital in the poblacion.  However, such solicitation consumes more time and 
financial expenditure (such as transportation to poblacion).  Thus, seeking help from 
immediate family members is always the most convenient way, although this does not 
guarantee that help will be provided.  While a schoolteacher or president of the 
parent-teacher association may solicit funding from City Hall for financial assistance 
for schoolchildren, s/he at the same time will also need a donation from the local 
community to supplement the funds from the City Hall.  Again, the asking of help 
does not guarantee that the help would indeed be extended since the majority of the 
people in Gonzales are poor.  Where tulong is most vividly manifested is in social 
functions.  
In Gonzales, social events such as weddings, funerals, wakes, birthdays, 
baptisms, death anniversaries, wedding anniversaries, and the like are occasions for 
socialization and pagtutulungan (helping each other), or bayanihan (mutual aid, 
cooperation, or community development).  Such events are organized in different 
scales depending on the financial status of different individuals.  Guests are mostly 
immediate family members, relatives from other barangays (villages), friends, and 
kumpadre (sponsor in baptism or matrimony of one’s children).  On the day of the 
event, these guests would arrive early to provide help for the organizers.  Men mostly 
do the heavy duties of chopping wood for cooking and slaughtering pigs, while 
women prepare the setting, cut vegetables, and do the washing and cleaning.  Guests 
who provide food and financial help do not usually involve themselves in the process 
of preparation.  Guests who are not able to provide anything material would instead 





gotong-royong (a community practices in helping each other) in rural Malaysia, which 
essentially means helping each other.  These events usually provide a “space” for 
social mingling and bonding, or pakikisama.  
Besides these special social events, there are other social events that cultivate 
pakikisama (social mingling).  Drinking sessions among men are common.  One 
family member or a friend’s visit to one household is a sufficient excuse to organize a 
drinking session.  Normally, the visitor would start with one or two bottles of liquor 
and the other persons in the group would provide the next ones.  Free riders would be 
stigmatized as kuripot (stingy) or would not be further welcomed especially when 
they (mostly men) are well-to-do.  Drinking sessions are one of the occasions that 
most politicians make strategic use of.  The politicians would engage with local 
people in a drinking session to provide information or receive information, and to 
make sure that the former is not arrogant but rather humble enough to mingle with the 
people (makisama).  Beyond campaigning time, the local leader, mostly the barangay 
captain and members of the barangay council, or a popular figure within the 
barangay, would organize a drinking session (sponsored by a politician) to access 
information, build social networks, and cultivate social bonds with local people.  
According to official records, 264 households in Gonzales are Katoliko 
(Roman Catholic), and thirty-one households are Born Again [Christians].12  There 
are many religious activities in the Philippines, such as Flores de Mayo, pabasa 
(pasyon reading), religious activities related to death, Sunday Mass, and the like.   
Besides those, Bible reading and rosary are commonly practiced by the people in 
Gonzales.  As will be discussed in chapter five, religious practices such as these are a 
source of salvation (kaligtasan).  They also serve as guidelines to ordinary people’s 
                                                 





understanding of problems in life, form the basis of the principles of their life world, 
and provide them strength (kalakasan). 
 
A Malaysian Researcher in the Barangay 
My study of local politics in Tanauan, or more specifically of the relationship 
between the people of Barangay Gonzales and the politicians of the town, comprised 
several trips that took place between May 2004 and November 2005. The first four 
months (14 May-23 September 2004) were used to study the Tagalog language at the 
University of the Philippines (UP) and the Christian Language Study Center (CLSC) 
in Quezon City.  Another seven months (October-November 2004 and January-June 
2005) were spent traveling around the Tanauan city proper or poblacion (Barangay 1, 
Sambat) and outside the poblacion (Barangay Gonzales).  Finally, another two months 
(October-November 2005) of fieldwork were spent entirely in Barangay Gonzales. 
All in all, the research project took thirteen months to complete.  
In the first four months of language training in Manila, library research was 
also conducted on Tanauan City, its historical background, its socioeconomic 
structures and the changes it had experienced, its political development, demographic 
structures, and cultural activities.  There were two major challenges during this period 
of research.  The first was the language issue.  Filipino, or the Tagalog language on 
which it is based, is not commonly spoken outside the Philippines except in Filipino 
diasporic communities.  Thus, the opportunity to take even a basic course on 
Filipino/Tagalog in Singapore or Malaysia is extremely limited, if non-existent.  In 
addition to this, most people mistakenly believe that English can be used in dealing 
with Filipinos.  The majority of my informants do not speak English as their first 





being) cannot be completely translated into English.  Therefore, speaking and 
listening to Tagalog is an essential tool.  I had to start from scratch, as the Filipino 
grammatical system was rather different from my own national language, Bahasa 
Malaysia, and my mother tongue, Hokkien and Mandarin.  At a later stage of my 
training, however, I came to realize that Bahasa Malaysia and Filipino/Tagalog share 
many lexical items. 
Given the haste in which I had to learn Tagalog, I still needed a translator to 
assist me in the formal interviews during the initial three to four months (October-
November 2004, January-March 2005) of actual field research.  As much as possible, 
I would record the interviews especially at formal meetings, with the permission of 
the interviewees.  But during informal meetings, I would just listen to the 
conversations without the recorder.  My weakness in Tagalog at the outset to some 
extent hampered the building of social bridges with local people, for language is the 
prime means of social connection.  I was considered a dayuhan (foreigner) who spoke 
limited Tagalog.  Upon realizing this, I attempted to use Tagalog as much as I could, 
no matter how limited my proficiency was, in my informal conversations with the 
local people.  I also used it as much as I could in the later stage of my research when I 
conducted formal interviews by myself.  Slowly and painfully, I gained the trust of the 
local people, especially during my long stay and periodic visits to Barangay Gonzales 
and Barangay 1. 
Another issue that arose concerned library research.  It was difficult to 
investigate the city, especially its historical side.  Rarely are there any complete and 
scholarly historical records in English on Tanauan City except for the fragmented 
sources from the Tanauan City Hall and Tanauan Library.  The data that exist consists 





the like.  Though there were many prominent historical figures that originated from 
Tanauan, such as General Nicolas Gonzales, Aniceto Oruga, and Apolinario Mabini, 
their roles in Tanauan’s history have been situated in Philippine revolutionary history 
(especially General Gonzales and Mabini) rather than in their personal accounts 
within Tanauan.  This study, therefore, excludes an account of the historical 
relationship between the local people and the “elite.”  The focus is rather on the 
relationship between them during the present time.  
The only (English) scholarly organized work (but not necessarily complete) on 
Tanauan is derived from an archeological research done on Taal Lake, which has 
managed to identify the original location of Tanauan and its birth.  The study includes 
a hypothesis on the origins of Tanauan’s role as a governmental center of the 
province.13  Supplemented in this research are works by a local historian.  Danny 
Yson’s works relied more on his own childhood experiences as a Tanaueño and are 
mostly based on oral histories. 14   Though his work cannot be categorized as a 
scholarly account of Tanauan’s history, it provides important insights that are worth 
investigating further, especially with regard to the use of oral histories.  Another less 
scholarly historical work on Tanauan is a compilation of descriptions of Tanauan 
culture and life by teachers of Tanauan.15  Similar to Yson, this work does not provide 
a complete and organized data collection of Tanauan historiography, but is instead a 
collection of facts about Tanauan’s cultural life, major families, and stories based on 
oral history or taken from oral accounts.  
                                                 
13 Thomas R. Hargrove, The Mysteries of Taal: A Philippine Volcano and Lake, Her Sea Life and Lost 
Towns (Manila: Bookmark Publishing, 1991). 
14 Danny Yson, The Birth, Growth and Demise of Kumintang: A Great Tagalog Nation in the 13th 
Century (Manila: Dannyson & Associates, 1997). 
15 Historical Data Papers, a compilation by schoolteachers of the “history and cultural life” of all 





While we await the fruits of future research of scholars who can access the 
wealth of Spanish materials in the archives to further study Tanauan local history,16 
this thesis approaches the subject from another angle, i.e., by exploring the roles of 
the masa (masses) and the “elite” through an ethnographical approach.  The data is 
derived from interviews and conversations with people about their life experiences 
from their work activities, their participation in elections, weddings, fiestas, and 
wakes, their socialization with the “elites” and other barangay (village) folks, and 
their religious views.  Therefore, “history” in this study derives more from personal 
memories, fragmented experiences and actions taken by ordinary people, rather than 
conventional archival records. 
This research attempts to emulate the methods or processes utilized by 
previous scholars such as Kerkvliet, Cannell, Myrna Alejo, Rivera, Valencia, and 
Father Alejo, S.J., whose works were referred to in the previous chapter, in which 
participant observation was primarily used. 17    Their data collection relied on 
extensive interviews and conversations in the field.  In this dissertation, especially in 
chapters four and five, the data is highly dependent on the interviews I conducted, 
much of which was transcribed verbatim.  Both Tagalog and the English translations 
are included in the main text.  The reason for this is that in order to present to the 
readers the meanings and nuances of ordinary people’s ideas as objectively as 
possible, the inclusion of Tagalog speeches deriving from the interviews is deemed 
                                                 
16 One example is Manuel Sastron, Batangas y su provincia (Malabong, 1895). 
17 Benedict Tria J. Kerkvliet, Everyday Politics in the Philippines: Class and Status Relations in a 
Central Luzon Village (Quezon City: New Day Publishers, 1991); Fenella Cannell, Power and 
Intimacy in the Christian Philippines (Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila University Press, 1999); Myrna 
J. Alejo, Maria Elena P. Rivera, Noel Inocencio P. Valencia, [De]scribing Elections: A Study of 
Elections in the Lifeworld of San Isidro (Quezon City: Institute for Popular Democracy, 1996); Albert 
E. Alejo, SJ, Generating Energies in Mount Apo: Cultural Politics in a Contested Environment 





necessary.  Note that the transcription is verbatim and the translation is edited 
according to the themes of the chapter sections.  
The research for this thesis was conducted periodically over seven months 
(October-November 2004, January-June 2005) and another two months (October-
November 2005) in three barangays (villages), namely Barangay 1 (where I resided 
from January to June 2005), Barangay Sambat, and Barangay Gonzales (where I 
resided from October to November 2005).  The collection of data did not depend 
merely on formal interviews and meetings.  Casual or informal meetings were part of 
the fieldwork activities.  The discussions were informal, open, and uncontrolled.  This 
was conducted through visits, lunches or dinners, drinking sessions, and even 
unplanned meetings.  Interviews were also conducted informally by “chance” such as 
during the buying of food at stores.  
The interviewees were randomly selected initially from the contacts provided 
by informants from different barangays.  My first visit to Tanuan City was initiated 
and accompanied by my supervisor, Prof. Reynado C. Ileto. The purpose was to meet 
a local contact person, whom is the cousin-in-law of Prof. Ileto. Mr. Rey Carandang 
was a former ambassador of the Philippines and who currently sits on one of the 
board committees of a newly constructed university in Tanauan City.  More important 
is that his brothers were involved in the local politics of Tanauan.  I was able to meet 
one of them, Mr. Ben Carandang, who ran for City Councilor in 2004.  He was the 
initial contact person who provided access to the other local political figures and 
leaders I subsequently met.  I was introduced by him to four incumbent barangay 
captains, a city councilor, a former barangay captain, and a barangay councilor of 





Mr. Ben Carandang also introduced me to the people of Barangay Gonzales.  
In the beginning of the research, there was some difficulty in selecting a barangay 
(village) among the forty-eight barangays in Tanauan City.  But Mr. Carandang owns 
a piece of land in Barangay Gonzales and has established connections with the local 
people.  I was initially assisted by one of his caretakers, Edgar, in meeting one of the 
barangay councilors.  From there on, my own social networking was gradually 
established. 
My ability to extend the networking had to do with kinship relations.  One 
family contains more than one household that live together within a particular barrio 
(subdivision).  From Edgar, I was able to make connections with his wife’s relatives.  
From Edgar’s wife’s family, further connections were established through the 
family’s friends.  And from their friends, I came to know another cluster of families 
within the barangay in a different barrio.  Eventually, the social networking was 
extended within the barangay from Barrio 2 up to Barrio 7 (Barangay Gonzales has 
seven purok).  Finally, I was able to conduct extensive interviews in Barrio 7.  
However, this excludes the households that reside in the highlands, in-land areas, and 
the Bicolanos.  
My residence in the city area provided me the opportunity to interview 
politicians.  However, this thesis does not rely much on, or use the interviews with, 
the local politicians.  Unless full confidence in the interviewer is established, 
statements made by politicians during interviews are always biased and are made 
largely to protect vested interests. This is true of all statements by informants but 
politicians are, of course, notorious for giving half-truths and skirting issues.  Even 
when their interviews are used, I would compare them with the statements made by 





newspapers, local government programs and activities, and the social significance 
these politicians give to attending wakes, weddings, and other social events.  
Unlike in the rural barangay where family households readily avail of 
extended networks of friends and kin, in the poblacion (city proper) such networks are 
not as widely extended.   This placed obstructions on the continuity of the interviews I 
made with even non-politicians in the poblacion.  Nonetheless, these obstructions 
were overcome by interviews I conducted with my neighbors and friends, as well as 
the relatives of my landlord.  I was able to conduct in-depth interviews with two 
informants who were well informed about local politics in Barangay 1 and Sambat, 
namely a barangay councilor of Barangay 1, who was also my landlord, and a former 
political campaign manager residing in Barangay Sambat.  Perhaps, due to my stay 
and frequent visits, as well as my interest in their life histories, our relationship 
became close and I eventually managed to establish the rapport.    
In the seven months of research in the rural areas, I traveled to and from the 
poblacion and the barangay.  Even though I managed to observe local activities such 
as people’s meeting with officials, fiestas, weddings, wakes and funerals, and even 
participate in their casual hang outs such as drinking sessions, and conduct extensive 
interviews and limitless conversations with them, I did not yet get the opportunity to 
experience the life world of local people in terms of their everyday lives and 
activities.  I then returned for two extra months (early October and late November 
2005) for further interviews and exposure to local activities. It was then that I was 
able to stay in the rural barangay with a foster family.  This provided me with the 
opportunity to further understand their opinions on “politics,” their expressions of and 





immersed in their daily work activities, their daily entertainments, their daily 
socializations, and their practices of religion.  
One limitation of the research was the timing of the visits.  I was not able to 
participate and observe events during political crises and elections.  In May 2004, the 
Philippines had its presidential election.  Although I was already in Manila that time, 
my schedule for language training, and more importantly my lack of networking in 
Tanauan City, precluded me from participating in the election campaigns in the 
barangays.  After I had left Tanauan City in November 2005 to start writing my 
dissertation in Singapore, a political crisis broke out in January 2006.  While I was 
conducting my research, I was already well aware of the filing of an election protest 
by Sonia Torres-Aquino, the rival to the then incumbent mayor, Alfredo Corona.  The 
verdict of the Supreme Court came out in January 2006 declaring Torres-Aquino as 
the winner of the 2004 mayoral election.  This brought together a crowd of 1,000 
people who surrounded the Tanauan City Hall in protest against the verdict.18
This research is a study of local people’s political perceptions.  “Local” here 
means that the main focus of the research is at the micro level – personal experiences, 
personal memories, fragmented actions and visions within particular contexts.  It does 
not seek to extend its scope to the national level, nor does it mean to be a study on the 
local-national-global level of analysis.  Therefore, the analysis of local dimensions 
may vary from one province to the other, from one city to the other, and may not even 
apply to all the barangays of Tanauan City.  
 
                                                 
18 Details of the event will be teased out in Chapter Three. In brief, when the election result of 2004 
indicated that Alfredo Corona won; Sonia-Torres-Aquino filed an election protest to the Commission 
of Election (COMELEC) that the counting of votes involved illegal practices. In 2004, the Supreme 
Court nullified the electoral counting and declared Sonia Torress-Aquino as the winner.  This resulted 
to the protest of Alfredo Corona’s core supporters, who majority are the poor.  Eventually, Corona had 





Peasants’ Struggles for Everyday Subsistence 
Having located myself in this research into the social life and politics of 
Barangay Gonzales, Tanauan, let us resume our discussion of the ordinary people in 
that place, specifically “lifestyles” of the poor in Purok VI and Sitio Camalig or Purok 
VII, where I conducted most of my fieldwork.  Lifestyles refer to their economic 
subsistence, the various difficulties they encounter in the quest for subsistence, and 
the manner of finding solutions to their problems.  
In general, Gonzales is located in a primarily agricultural area.  There are only 
fifteen people involved in fishing while 105 people are into farming.  The average 
annual income is P13,000 (around US$236) for fishing and P12,000 (around US$218) 
for farming.  A total of 148 people work as private employees, twenty-seven as 
government employees, and 128 as OFWs.  Eighty-three people are involved in 
commercial businesses, fifty-five works as drivers, forty-six works as carpenters, and 
230 people are unemployed.19
The eruption of Taal Volcano in 1911 (also in 1754) has made the land of 
Gonzales fertile and good for vegetable farming.  Its location beside Taal Lake 
furthermore makes Gonzales accessible for fishing.  The land of Gonzales is 
categorized as Taal fine sandy loam, 5 percent of which is coastal, 15 percent plains, 
30 percent hilly, and 50 percent mountainous.20  Prior to the eruption of Taal Volcano 
in 1911, the land was good for planting kalamansi (calamansi).  Eventually, the soil 
was destroyed by the lava and since then is used to plant landed-vegetable such as 
mais (corn), sitaw (string bean), malungay (horseradish tree), and ampalaya (bitter 
melon) among others, but only on a small scale.  In Sitio Camalig, men usually till the 
land and women usually sell the harvest (kalkada). 
                                                 
19 BIDP Gonzales 2004, 3. 





There are households that are involved in kalkada (trading or buy-and-sell) 
with other cities, such as Biñan, and Balintawak or Divisoria in Manila.  In Sitio 
Camalig, the 69-year-old Nanay Paning engaged in kalkada from 1982 to 1986 at 
Muntinlupa.  She sold mais (corn), sitaw (string bean), gulay (vegetable), papaya, etc.  
She also sold charcoal, made by her brother, Kuya Fabian, a barangay councilor, in 
the barangay.  Kuya Fabian does not have an occupation.  His income mainly comes 
from his stipend as a barangay councilor.  His son works as a construction worker in 
Manila, and as commonly practiced by barangay folks, borrows money from 
relatives.   
Nanay Paning has already retired but once in a while, she still sells vegetables, 
which she herself planted, to a local trader, Ate Mary, who is her relative from the 
same barangay.  However, kalkada does not guarantee a big return of profit: 
“kaunting tubo pero malaki ang gastos” (you get a small profit for huge expenses).  
Every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, Ate Mary, together with her elder sister, buy 
the harvests from the local farmers like Nanay Paning for P15 per kg and sell them at 
Divisoria in Manila for P30 to P35 per kg depending on the market price.  In short, 
kalkada does not guarantee a luxurious income.  
Another source of income in Gonzales is raising poultry or livestock.  There 
are six families in the barangay (village) who own backyard poultry farms of between 
100 to 500 hens or 200 quails in capacity. 21   Only ten families are involved in 
backyard hog farming (that is, involving less than four pigs).  The backyard piggery is 
not a commercially oriented industry, but serves as an investment for the income of 
future generations.  Poultry farms are owned by a variety of people, who are 
considered to be well-to-do.  For example, Captain Braza married a woman from a 
                                                 





wealthy family from the Tanauan poblacion (city proper) and started his owns 
chicken and pig farm in Purok I.  However, his major source of income comes from 
his recruitment company (for seamen).  Another example would be Tito Gitoy, a 
former barangay captain, who, along with his wife (former school principal), worked 
in Italy.  He owns a chicken farm in Purok III. 
Those, mostly among poor families, who happen to own a small backyard 
piggery, have two purposes in mind.  One is that the pigs (or, occasionally, cattle) are 
raised in preparation for special occasions, such as a child’s first birthday, a first death 
anniversary, barangay fiestas, Christmas, funerals, weddings, etc.  Second, they serve 
as an investment on a small scale.  However, raising poultry may bring debt to both 
the seller and the buyer.  Ate Paj, a former factory worker and a fish peddler 
(maglalako) slaughtered a pig during “All Saints’ Day” or Undas in November 2005 
and sold it to the sitio folks.  This is considered a somewhat good investment to both 
her and the “customers,” as most of the sitio folks cannot afford a whole pig.  
However, its investment return is not guaranteed, as the sale is done through utang 
(debt) and it is normally difficult to collect the debt in full within a short period of 
time.  
Others such as Kuya Oman, a fisherman, sells piglets (even before they are 
born) in this manner: a “mother” pig is impregnated, which costs Kuya Oman P700.  
He would then offer to anyone – in this case, his sister who is easy to approach 
(madaling lapitan) – a piglet at P700 each while the “mother” pig is still pregnant. 
Once the piglets are born, they go for P2000. “Kaya may tubo ka ng P1300,” I was 
told (Therefore, you would gain a profit of P1300).  “Kailangan ni Kuya Oman 
gumagawa ng ganoon dahil marami siyang anak” (Brother Oman has to do this 





(or cattle) or backyard poultry is not an investment or profit generating activity for the 
sitio folks.  It is a way in which one is able to recover the expenses and generate 
capital for daily survival, emergency costs, and future security.  
Another means of creating income is maglalako, or peddling, which is mostly 
done by the women.  The women would peddle the catch of their husbands (i.e., 
tilapia, tawilis, and bangus), and their own backyard farm harvests.  Or sometimes 
they would buy from a middle person and sell for a higher price.  Ate Paj, sister-in-
law of Kuya Oman and Ate Liza, and daughter-in-law of Nanay Paning, has been 
doing the peddling since she was retrenched from her factory work in the mid-1980s.  
Her selling of goods can vary from day to day depending on the availability of 
harvests.  The sales of the day are normally small ranging between P100 to P250.  The 
peddling starts at seven in the morning at Sitio Camilig up to Barangay Janopol 
Oriental, about two or three kilometers away from her own barangay.  This excludes 
peddling to the houses that are located within the hillside areas. 
One Saturday morning, I accompanied Ate Paj while she was peddling her 
goods.  Ate Paj would, once in a while, pick a leaf after leaving one area.  Leaf-
picking was accompanied by the recitation of some words and the wiping of the leaf 
around the bowl (which they put on their heads while peddling).  The purpose for the 
reading is to have suwerte (luck) so that the goods would be sold faster.  As will be 
further explained in chapter five, this attitude of subscribing for help from “spirits” or 
“God” has intimate connections with their understanding of tulong (help) and the way 
they link this tulong with their relationship with politicians.  The peddling lasted until 
2pm.  That day, Ate Paj’s profit was P100, which was just half of what she made the 
night before.  She complained that peddling is difficult due to the long hours, the 





the customers.  Along the way heading to their barangay, Ate Paj and two other 
peddlers candidly said that help (from local government) was not always forthcoming; 
instead they have had to depend on themselves (sarili) and praying is always the 
means to strengthen their will.  
Fishing is also another major means of daily survival of the barangay folks.  
Every sunrise and sunset, most men would go to the lake and fish for tilapia.  There 
are several ways to fish.  One is through the use of a spear or pana.  The body of the 
spear is made of wood, carved into the shape of a rifle.  The top part of the wooden 
body is attached to an arrow that can be flexibly tightened or loosened with a long 
rubber band at the other tip of the spear.  A joint knot is attached to hold the rubber 
band that serves as a trigger to release the spear.  The most profitable way to fish is 
through netting.  This requires having a boat and a net, or what the local people 
candidly call a panty.  Fishnets can either be obtained through self-financing but in 
Sitio Camalig politicians donate the nets (and boat) to local fishermen. Netting is the 
usual way to catch a bigger amount of fish, especially the tawilis variety that is unique 
to Lake Taal. 
If one is lucky enough to find a financier, he could become a caretaker of a 
fish cultivation pond.  Edgar, born in Davao but married to Lanie, a Tanaueño, was 
lucky to have met a friend while he was working as a caretaker at Atalaya Resort, 
Barangay Gonzales.  To become a caretaker, one has to have earned the trust of the 
financier.  Normally, this involves either relatives or close friends.  “Tiwala siya sa 
akin maging caretaker” (He trusts me as his caretaker).  As will be explained in 
chapter four, this sense of trust (tiwala) or sincerity stemming from a 
person’s/helper’s inner being (loob) and thus the respect that a recipient has obtained 





politician.   Edgar receives P1500 per week as his salary, while the financier bears the 
cost of the fish pond of P40,000 to P50,000 per month.  The harvesting of tilapia 
takes three to four months.  During harvest time, the share of profits is divided into 70 
percent and 30 percent.  Edgar’s previous harvest in 2004 was small.  The second 
seeding consisted of 10,000 fingerlings (3 months and 1.5 months old), the harvest of 
which was in July 2005.  Being a caretaker can guarantee a stable income for the 
family, but it does not guarantee long-term income.  The problems involved are that 
the harvests are dependent on the quality of water in the lake and the weather.  If the 
harvest is not satisfactory, the financier might not continue the funding.  In addition, 
the profit sharing margin would become smaller.  No doubt even though the salary 
that Edgar receives is bigger than when he worked as a caretaker in Atalaya, where he 
was paid P200 per week, his wife still needs to help out with the expenses.  During 
the end of research for this thesis, Lanie said that she has just recently found another 
means of income, which is doing household jobs for her relatives at Barangay Wawa.  
All in all, life in Gonzales is uncertain in terms of guaranteeing a better quality of life.   
The above-mentioned “occupations” do not generate sufficient income and are 
in fact unstable.  Most young people prefer working at factories in Calamba or Sto. 
Tomas, such as the First Philippine Industrial Park and Lima Technology Center.  
However, mostly the women are involved in such a profession.  Although working in 
a factory provides a higher salary, say between P6000 to P10000 per month, it does 
not guarantee a long-term income.  During the Ramos administration (1992 – 1998), a 
policy was signed where all the factory workers would have to serve a probationary 
period of six months, after which their employers would evaluate their performance to 
either approve or reject their status as a regular employee.  Most of the barangay 





become regular employees risk unemployment upon the closure of the factory.  After 
graduating from the Tanauan Fishery High School, Ate Gina worked in Manila, first 
as a canteen helper for two months.  Because she was underage, she then went back to 
Tanauan and worked in a garment factory at Aya, Talisay, on and off for three or 
sometimes six months.  She then went to Brunei and worked as a domestic worker for 
two years from August 1993 to August 1995.  After that, she came back to Tanauan 
and worked in Calamba for eight years from 1997 to 2005 in a garment factory.  The 
factory closed down in September 2005 so she resigned and was paid P49,000 for her 
voluntary resignation.  
Having worked in a factory helped Ate Gina shoulder her family’s financial 
burden, especially when her father passed away in 1995 and her two elder brothers 
became unemployed after their six-month contracts in the factory expired.  With her 
compensation from the factory, almost half of it was used to buy a cow and two pigs 
for the family as “investment:” “Kailangan mong mag-invest, kung walang 
investment, mahirap pag wala kang pera. I am very industrious like my father” (You 
need to invest, if you don’t have investment, it will be hard when you don’t have 
money). The “investment” is to be used for ceremonial purposes rather than profit 
making.  According to her, she fears she will run out of money if she does not find a 
job soon.  Her marriage plans had to be postponed when the factory closed down.  She 
eventually found a job as a factory worker in Calamba in May 2005. 
However, working in the factory also brings oppression.  Ate Carmen, a 
lottery ticket seller and Ate Eva, a sari-sari storeowner, both faced discrimination and 
oppression while working in a factory. Ate Carmen was displeased with the overtime 
working hours and the non-delivery of severance pay when the factory closed down.  





closed down.  Eventually, she and the other workers organized a protest on the matter 
but this was not successful.  In short, the life experiences of the people in Gonzales 
are a constant struggle not just for economic subsistence, but also a quest for a more 
equal society.  
At this juncture of the analysis, suffice it to say that these subsistence 
experiences and the social discrimination those ordinary people faces go beyond 
economic subsistence.  At the same time, the idea of tulong (help) shapes and is 
reshaped by their own locally grounded logic and worldviews, stemming from the 





 CHAPTER 3: Reaching the Popular 
 
Traditional views concerning Tanauan’s local politics are closely linked to 
violence, killings, illegal practices (such as drugs), and fraud.  This does not mean that 
local people do not share views of this sort.  Some do perceive Tanauan local politics 
as filled with killings, corruption, and fraud.  According to a local official, politicians 
here used to obtain bodyguards and held guns during meetings in municipal halls.  
This was the practice of the “old trapos (traditional politicians)” who had no intention 
of developing the locality economically and socially. 1   In one of the meetings I 
attended with barangay (village) captains, city councilors, former advisers to 
politicians, and businesspersons, even they were of the opinion that “Tanauan politics 
is dirty!”2  In this discourse, either in the form of personal help or tulong (help) or 
local projects the intention of politicians is to accumulate more money or pera, or 
financial resources, to further their political power.  
Conventional political studies categorize pera and tulong as a political 
commodity that politicians – political families, machine politicians, and bosses – use 
in dealing with people’s welfare and developmental projects in order to gain political 
advantage or power.   
Thus, tulong or help (in terms of jobs, hospital bills payments, provision of 
personal as well as public services, local developmental projects, and business favors) 
serves as a political tool for a dependency relationship caught under patron-client 
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relations. Pera (in terms of pork barrel through patronage, manipulation of financial 
resources, and illegal money laundering) is used to buy votes.   
Although there is some truth to the claim that politics in Tanauan is 
characterized by violence and fraud, new insights and political understandings emerge 
when the concepts of tulong and pera are examined closely.  Both of these concepts 
have multifaceted meanings.  If the economic imperatives of tulong and pera are 
decoded to include their social meanings or functions and their cultural connotation 
within society, both concepts reveal a moral origin that allows for a negotiation of 
power relations.  This is the purpose of the present chapter: to identify the moral 
origins or dimensions of local politics in Tanauan City through excavating the cultural 
meanings of tulong.  
In this regard, the chapter consists of three parts.  The first deals with the 
personal experiences of two leaders (Chavez and Benedicto), and shows how these 
experiences shaped their views about local politics.  The second discusses the official 
activities of politicians based on local newspaper reports.  The last part focuses on 
non-official activities, specifically funerals, the practice of gift giving (covering the 
provision of food, medical, and employment), and public meetings/speeches, where 
the moral functions of tulong and pera are also most salient.  The concepts of tulong 
and pera are thus fleshed out from the daily experiences and interactions of the people 
and the politicians. 
 
Localization of Tulong and Pera: Perceptions from “Above” or “Below”? 
The following section focuses on the life experiences of two local liders.   
There is a distinction between the English word “leader” and its Filipino localization 





senators, congressmen/women, or mayors of the town/municipality.  A lider, 
however, can be considered as a leader but his function, position, and roles are limited 
to local politics or at the village/municipality level.  Examples are barangay captains, 
precinct leaders, community leaders, businesspersons, or a respected person within 
the bailiwicks.  Lider is more commonly referred to as the sub-leaders.  In studies of 
Philippine politics, liders are usually pictured as having a leader (mayors, for the most 
part) to follow, while the relationship between the lider and the constituents is a 
dyadic one.3  Liders act as intermediaries between their followers and their leaders to 
bargain for material favors and distribute them to the constituents.  In return, the 
liders deliver votes to the leaders by using their influence within their own bailiwicks, 
through kinship ties, utang na loob (debt of gratitude), parties, or even threats. 
What is interesting, however, about these two liders I encountered, is that both 
of them have not only acted as sub-leaders, but also considered themselves as being 
part of the masa or ordinary people, certainly non-politicians.  The crux of the matter 
is that both of their personal experiences shaped their understandings of tulong (help) 
and pera.  In this regard, their associations with the constituents are not just based on 
a hierarchical order, on threats or material incentives, but also on a common 
understanding of the moral origins and dimensions of being mabait (good).    
 
Chavez  
Chavez is married to a medical technician from Calamba and they have three 
sons: one is an accountant, another is in the engineering profession, and the other one 
has already died.  He was a former local barangay official and a political campaign 
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manager.  A detailed look at Chavez’s personal experiences and encounters reveals 
that his role as a lider contains a heightened appreciation of the complexities of tulong 
and pera, that shaped his understanding about Tanauan local politics.  
Coming from a poor family with six siblings (five boys and one girl), where 
three have passed away, Chavez considers himself a poor person.  Unlike other poor 
farmers, Chavez’s parents did not own land and only possessed a house made from 
nipa palm leaves.  They survived by selling whatever was available in order to 
generate income.  Chavez was the fourth in the family but he sees himself as the 
“bread winner.”  He realized at a young age the importance of money and had learned 
ways of earning income for his family: “I know how to earn anything in good faith.”4  
He usually stayed in gambling areas and ran errands for people: he would sell 
pineapple, watermelon, and cigarettes, and in return he would earn small tips.  Despite 
all these extra activities, he still stayed on top of his class in school. 
Chavez’s life turned to rebellion when he entered the University of the 
Philippines in Los Baños to take up agriculture.  He was sent to a remote area with a 
group (he did not mention which organization he joined and where he was sent) and 
he started to become an activist due to his observation of the negative elements of 
society, such as the uneven distribution of economic opportunities and benefits, 
poverty, and the increasing gap between the rich and the poor.  However, his 
involvement in activism was only temporary.  He later found that his activities were 
far from the actual needs of the people.  Chavez decided to leave and since then, he 
has been engaged in many professions.  He became the marketing director for 
Tanauan College but resigned in November 2005 due to personal reasons.  
                                                 





Chavez is also active in various activities and holds important positions in 
organizations.  He is the vice president of the Tanauan City Character Council, a local 
government project to promote Tanauan as a city with its own character.  He was 
supposed to be the president of this organization, but he gave the post to Father Chris 
de Guzman, a priest of the St. John the Evangelist Parish.  The reason, according to 
Chavez, was that since Fr. de Guzman was a religious figure in Tanauan who is 
widely accepted by the masses, it would be convenient for him to run projects.  
Chavez is also the grand knight and president of the Knights of Columbus in Tanauan 
City, and president of the Parents-Teachers Association.  Due to his involvement in 
organizations, many people know him for his experiences in organizing meetings, 
running activities, and for having wide connections in the area.  His education and 
networking have helped him become the advisor to several politicians (governors and 
mayoral candidates) who asked him to manage their political campaigns.   
Chavez was also a lider himself.  He won the barangay councilor post and 
was an acting barangay captain in Barangay Sambat.  However, all these 
involvements did not make him a rich man.  He owns a small van and works as a 
white collar professional with a steady income.  All the other activities he was 
involved in did not make for a smooth process for his political career.  Partly due to 
financial issues, and partly also due to the criticisms that have been laid on him, 
Chavez has given up joining politics.  He hopes that his sons would provide him with 
P25,000 per month for his retirement. 
Chavez’s life and social status have moved him from the “poor” category into 
the middle-income category.  It is therefore not uncommon for him to claim himself 
as coming from the mahirap (the poor) or the realm of the masa (masses), or for 





rich, and being able to climb up the social ladder, does not make a person a mabait na 
tao unless one is able to obtain social recognition from the people, such as the fruits 
of his efforts in social organizations, religious groups, and community associations.  
Chavez’s views on the mayaman have been shaped by the criticisms and the 
misleading comments about him, such as that his active involvement in community 
activities was criticized as a ploy in preparation for his political career.  In Chavez’s 
views, the mayaman are the ones who are always jealous and power crazy.  
From the way he contrasts a mayaman and a mahirap, his selection of a leader 
is clearly not adopted from the simple measurement of wealth or power.  A person 
with money or someone who is mayaman but has the ability to recognize other 
people’s opinion, especially that of the poor, is seen as a person of high morals or a 
mabait na tao (a good person).  This is indicated in his admiration of his brother-in-
law and his recognition of Jun Mendoza, who according to him, are mayaman persons 
but are mabait.  Chavez’s brother-in-law is a former president of Unilever Company 
and a trained professional in electrical and mechanical engineering.  Chavez admires 
his way of providing tulong by spending some personal time to construct a church for 
the public and using his own pera for the priest to be able to conduct church activities.  
Chavez says, “I am sure if [my brother-in-law] runs for chairman nobody will [run 
against him])./ [He’s a] very simple [person].  He wears sando (a sleeveless shirt), 
unlike me [who wears] barong (Philippine traditional attire).  He just likes [to wear] 
slippers.”5  
Another figure, Chavez’s friend, Jun Mendoza, a grand knight of the Knights 
of Columbus and a businessman at Talisay, owns several resorts and a business in fish 
seedlings.  His wife is a medical doctor who owns a hospital at Talisay.  Chavez was 






impressed by Jun’s accomplishment in building a church in Talisay, where Jun 
managed to collect P11 million and eventually helped to make the then parish priest 
become a bishop in Manila.  Chavez described Jun as a humble person because Jun 
always asks for Chavez’s opinions before taking action.  Even if Jun is mayaman, he 
is respected by the majority of the masses and “recognized” by the people because of 
his efficiency.  Chavez said that he would want Jun to become mayor because “Jun is 
a mabait (good) person.”  According to Chavez, Jun has no intention of becoming a 
mayor or of joining politics.  Nonetheless, Jun cannot escape from it because the 
people around him and the things that Jun is doing have helped (nakatulong) the 
people.  This would “push” him to become a politician.6
Conventional political studies such as Otto D. Van Den Muijzenberg’s and 
Louis P. Benson’s would categorize Chavez’s role as a lider whose loyalty rests upon 
a leader who is able to provide material favors and rewards.  Chavez’s relationship 
with the leader would be a dyadic one.7   If we apply Carl H. Lande’s model of 
leaders, Chavez’s views on Tanauan local politics would be described as a patron-
client/elite-masses relationship based on personal ties, obligated to traditional social 
norms (e.g., utang na loob and hiya), and the ad hoc basis of pragmatic calculation of 
personal rewards.8  According to conventional views, the notion of pera in relation to 
politics/politicians is just all about money politics, corruption, and politicians who are 
consistently practicing to dole out goodies (projects, cash, presents, liquor, etc.) in 
return for political support.  Tulong in this sense is seen as pure capital maneuvering.  
Thus, political struggle is structured within a dyadic relationship through kinship ties, 
material favors, and threats.  The leaders and lider perform the distribution of material 
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7 Van Den Muijzenberg  (1973) and Benson (1973). 
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incentives (pera) through public services (tulong) in order to gain influence and 
power.   
However, when we factor in Chavez’s personal experiences, pera does not 
seem to represent a tool for the accumulation of personal power.  Pera that is 
circulated with an instrumentalist motive of securing personal power is seen as 
something that provides for people’s welfare at a superficial level but in reality is 
aimed at upholding certain vested interests.  Political support garnered through pera 
in this case is deemed as weak, as pera is not utilized to generate social good en 
masse.  Pera, in Chavez’s definition, is operational insofar as it enables one (a 
politician or a non-politician) to perform his or her own social responsibility in 
providing welfare to the general public.  One has to have the financial capability (the 
pera) in order to provide tulong.  Therefore, providing pera is not necessarily seen as 
an illegal means or as a manipulative tool for a politician to garner votes.  Pera serves 
as a social medium that politicians have to accumulate and circulate in order to reach 
a wider spectrum of the popular and to bridge the social gap with the masa through 
tulong.   
From his experiences, politics cannot be seen as just a mere game (laro) for 
power, but requires the politician to commit to providing tulong because people 
would constantly approach politicians precisely for tulong.  This is where pera is 
needed: to expand the tulong and reach the people.  Tulong thus has multifaceted 
meanings.  It is a manifestation of the “elite’s” capacity (such as Jun’s wealth) to 
provide for material production as in the construction of a church.  Chavez’s political 
support for Jun does not simply rely on Jun’s material capability and the measurement 





Chavez’s language cannot be measured through material favors or meaningful 
rewards alone.  Instead, it pertains to the quality of mabait.   
Bait is the root word for mabait.  It is defined as kindness, prudence, and a 
clear state of mind.  Bait, with the prefix ma- added, becomes an adjective, such as 
mabait na tao, or a kind person.  According to Mercado, bait/mabait should be 
understood from the perspective of isip.  The latter refers to the mind, thought, 
judgment, opinion, or reason. Bait, however, derives from the inner being (loob), not 
from the mind (isip).  In Mercado’s definition of bait, it is “the inner dynamic; the 
essential thrust of bait is towards values that affirm and promote the authentic and 
ideal nature of man” and “the practical judgment for the god at hand.”9  Thus, the 
concept of bait is “both emotional and intellectual or holistic.”10  In other words, bait 
is a holistic quality that is separate from any reasoning or judgmental calculation of 
maximum outcomes for one’s personal benefit.  Therefore, a mabait na tao not only 
refers to a kind person, but also a person with a kind heart who is inherently good 
natured, and whose actions are not tainted by any personal favors.  
Mabait na tao, in Chavez’s definition, implies being a simple person such as 
his brother-in-law, and the willingness of an elite/politician/mayaman to humbly 
associate with the masses/non-politician/mahirap, such as in Jun’s manner of 
consulting with Chavez and extending tulong to the people.  In that sense, being 
mabait is associated or linked with the intended tulong.  With Chavez’s knowledge 
about Jun’s provision of help to the people in Talisay (as proven by Jun’s capability in 
collecting money for the church), Jun’s tulong is associated with his mabait quality.  
This being mabait manifests the honesty of a person and that honesty is obviously not 
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meant for gaining personal favors (such as material rewards or political power) but is 
to be extended within the community.  Therefore, the tulong that Jun and his brother-
in-law provided is associated with the quality of bait in that its intention is pure and is 
free from any taint of corruption of power or personal gain.  
Chavez’s principles concerning leadership have been, to a certain extent, 
shaped by his personal experiences of being mahirap during his childhood.  In 
conventional studies the preferred model of political actors in the Philippines tends to 
rest on a divide between the elites and the masa, the patron and the client, the 
politician and the non-politician, and the rich and the poor.11  Such studies tend to 
argue that the ties that bind these two realms are based on material favors, the doling 
out of local projects, and money.  Even though non-material elements are included, 
such as the appreciation of help, respect, and honesty, it is always tied in with an 
interest-oriented calculation from both the patron and the client.  With this division, it 
is clear that the mayaman, the liders, and the political candidates are always in 
contradistinction to the mahirap, the constituents, and the voters.  Any sign of 
association is always related to political power struggles and contests for votes.  
Based on Chavez’s experiences, this dichotomy between politician and non-
politician is collapsed.  Mahirap as defined in Chavez’s language is having humility, 
perseverance (such as his hard-working attitude), and non-favoritism.  In Chavez’s 
experience, being mahirap does not drive one person to support a leader simply in 
exchange for a material reward.  Being mahirap also does not mean that relations are 
based on a functional calculation of pragmatic interests.  Chavez, being a lider, 
prefers a leader who obtains the quality of humility whether or not that person is 
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mayaman or mahirap.  Being mahirap connotes the social meanings of being able to 
climb up the social ladder with one’s perseverance and hard work to become 
mayaman.  This context of being mayaman, in Chavez’s views, is not measured by 
the wealth but rather with the quality of engaging with the suffering of the mahirap 
and to help them escape from the suffering.  Tulong in this sense is intended to help 
the mahirap alleviate their suffering – a sign of humility.  This is most obviously 
shown in his appreciation of the humility of his brother-in-law.  This also explains the 
reason for his appreciation of Jun’s humility.  In short, the dichotomy between a 
candidate and a voter becomes blurred through the intended tulong (accompanied by 
the quality of mahirap) in choosing a political leader. 
 
Benedicto  
Another local politician’s views on tulong are also shaped by his personal life 
experiences.  Benedicto recently retired from being a government employee and was 
elected as first barangay councilor in 2001.  Benedicto always sees himself as 
belonging to the masa or the poor because of the obstacles he encountered and the 
tulong he received in the past.  To him, political legitimacy does not derive from 
wealth or political power but the constant engagement with the masa through tulong.  
Benedicto graduated from high school at the Tanauan Institute (now 
Philippine Christian College), and before entering college, he worked as a ticket 
officer for two years in the public market of Tanauan.  Tanauan has, even up to today, 
a huge poultry industry that provides most of the poultry in the Southern Tagalog 
region.  Each Tuesday and Friday, trucks of poultry meat would be sent to the 
Tanauan market for trading.  In addition to that, other sellers, such as small vegetable 





Benedicto would issue tickets to these sellers.  The cost of the tickets varies according 
to the weight, type, and size of the product to be sold.  According to him, tickets that 
were issued to trucks carrying poultry would bring a profit to the ticket officers 
through their manipulation of the ticketing system, to such an extent that some were 
able to have a luxurious lifestyle.  However, Benedicto has always been strict about 
not receiving money or manipulating his post for his own vested interests.  With a 
small sum of P100 as monthly income, he never resorted to the “extra” income that 
could be earned as a ticket officer.  
His political campaigner, a trained-engineer and a former OFW (overseas 
Filipino worker) who worked as an engineer in Saudi Arabia, Kuya Zoilo, has also 
recognized Benedicto’s honesty.  Kuya Zoilo is discussed at length below but at this 
level, suffice it to say that these qualities he finds in Benedicto have made Kuya Zoilo 
support him in his campaign for barangay councilor.12   Kuya Zoilo’s support comes 
from his appreciation of Benedicto’s honesty from the way he helped people at the 
Department of Foreign Affairs (DFA).  Also, Benedicto’s perseverance in disagreeing 
with the other barangay councilors on issues concerning the barangay budget and 
development project has made Kuya Zoilo believe that Benedicto’s intention to run 
for barangay councilor is to genuinely help the people.   
Benedicto studied mechanical engineering at FEATI University in Manila 
from 1956 to 1958.  While pursuing his degree, he worked as a janitor at the 
university.  When his parents’ lot was sold (a plot of land measuring 2,500 sq. feet, of 
which 1,000 sq. feet were allocated to him, while 880 sq. feet were given to his 
sister), he used the money to buy a jeepney, which he used for business from 1958 to 
1963.  During weekdays, his driver would collect passengers from Tanauan to Lipa, 
                                                 





while he worked part-time arranging photos in the offices of the Manila Chronicle 
newspaper from 1958 to 1964.  On weekends, he would be the driver of his jeepney 
from Tanauan to Magallanes.  Later on, however, his job at the Manila Chronicle was 
terminated because he refused to work overtime for the newspaper to make way for 
his studies. During this time he changed his major to journalism (from engineering).  
In 1965-1966, Benedicto married with the help of the then-mayor of Tanauan, Pedro 
B. Gonzales (1952-1967), who was his uncle.  From 1966 to 1973, he then worked at 
the Department of Education in the Institute of National Language (now Center for 
Filipino Language), with a small income of P295 per month for seven and half years.  
Benedicto’s working career started to take off when he was told by his friend 
who worked at the Department of Foreign Affairs that there was a vacancy for a 
security guard there, which paid P16 per day or P480/month.  However, the job 
application made him realize that siko (literally, the elbow, which metaphorically 
means political backing) was a social practice that hindered those who did not have 
access to political connections.  The application for the job was not a smooth process 
as he encountered obstacles that required him to pay extra fees for the faster 
processing of his application.  Instead of paying, he took an exam 
(grammar/vocabulary exam), which was one of the requirements.  After three weeks 
of waiting for the result, he was told that he failed and was refused access to his exam 
paper unless he paid a certain fee.  He was then told by his friend to look for a 
teacher, who was the sister of the then-undersecretary of the DFA.  It turned out that 
the sister was the cousin of Benedicto’s father.  As a result, a meeting was set.  
Benedicto realized that the teacher was someone who was respected and was strong in 
backing people up (malakas mag-backer) as she was constantly greeted by the 





Benedicto was then asked to fill up an application form for the job, and he was then 
again asked to come back in three months.  He went to see his friend and was told to 
meet the undersecretary after filling out yet another application form.  The 
undersecretary wrote a message indicating to employ the applicant “immediately.”  
He was then accepted and worked with Secretary Carlos P. Romulo as the security 
guard at his residence in 1978.  
After two years in the security profession, Benedicto was assigned to the 
Philippine Consulate General in San Francisco, California, USA for ten years (1979-
1989).  This was another experience where siko was at play in allowing his 
assignment to be fruitful.  Benedicto had fulfilled the three-year service in the DFA.  
After his fifth application, he finally managed to get the assignment abroad.  Initially, 
Benedicto’s assignment was in New York, which was not his chosen area.  The 
Secretary of Foreign Affairs, whom Benedicto used to work for, refused to sign the 
appointment because Benedicto’s name was not in the San Francisco area.  As a 
result, Benedicto’s name was replaced with another person. However, his assignment 
could not take effect due to the procedure of verifying one’s criminality record.  The 
process to finalize one’s criminal record would take four months (April-August) and 
due to that, Benedicto’s assignment was postponed.  Again, he approached the 
Secretary of Foreign Affairs for the matter.  The Secretary then called up all the chiefs 
and executives of the DFA and finally his assignment was approved. 
All in all, Benedicto served in the DFA for thirty-four years, from working in 
the DFA office in Manila to working for the Consulate General in San Francisco and 
then at the Philippine Embassy in Tokyo, Japan for six years (1994-2000).13  During 
his services with the DFA, Benedicto emphasized efficiency in his job for he realized 
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that any delay would bring dire consequences to other people’s lives, especially with 
regard to overseas job applications.  Thus, he never subscribed to the “extra” charging 
for passport application (P750 is the administration fee but applicants are charged 
P1,500). 
Benedicto has never stopped practicing tulong to the people from Tanauan.  
Whenever he was back in Tanauan from an overseas post, people would come to him 
for passport applications, asking for advice on the application procedures and the like.  
These principles of being honest and responsible to the people are the same principles 
that Benedicto passed on to his eldest daughter, a University of the Philippines 
graduate in Political Science and who became the first consulate officer of the 
Philippine Embassy in Hawaii.  
Through an analysis of Benedicto’s background, one is able to see how siko 
and tulong project a politics that cannot be reduced to a system of political patronage 
and clientelism, but is instead a politics that rests on the dynamic and moral order of 
tulong.   If we subscribe to the patron-client framework, the relationship between 
politician and constituents, or between liders and leaders, is framed in a dyadic and 
vertical manner.  The practices of siko, then, which can be observed at the national as 
well as village levels, would be seen to reflect dyadic relations.  Political ties and 
loyalty are woven together by money and material incentives.  The conclusion would 
be that siko, at least insofar as patron-client frameworks are concerned, is a peculiarly 
Filipino way of building personal ties to form alliances and factions.  Analyses such 
as this, however, marginalize other values and ideologies for garnering political 
support.14
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In contrast to patron-client frameworks, Benedicto’s story showcases that 
there are other values that also play a role in building political legitimacy.  His 
personal experiences and encounters with those people who had presented him with 
obstacles, his encounters with the fraudulent system (in the public market and the 
DFA) have made him realize that siko or political backing was essential to survive in 
daily struggles.  More importantly, siko shaped his desire to provide tulong (help) to 
people who do not have any political backing.  It actually helps to drive a mahirap or 
a person who is mahina (weak) like him to success.  Therefore, it is understandable 
that Benedicto’s only motto in his work ethic is to serve the people with efficiency 
and honesty, as seen through his unwillingness to manipulate the ticketing system and 
his desire to process passport applications without demanding extra charges in order 
to avoid any delay and adding to the financial burden of the people.  He always 
emphasized that this is the tulong that he was able to provide: “I like to see people 
smile at me when I give them the passport”15 and “I want to serve the people as I 
helped in DFA.”16
The sincerity of Benedicto’s intention to provide tulong (help) is confirmed by 
Kuya Zoilo, Benedicto’s political campaigner.  Interestingly, Kuya Zoilo himself is 
the second-degree cousin of Mayor Alfredo Corona and a son of a former barangay 
captain (Lambardo Layog) of Barangay Trapiche, where Corona hails from. 
Benedicto, on the other hand, is a supporter of Corona’s political rival, Sonia Torres-
Aquino, the owner of the Yazaki-Torres Manufacturing, Inc..  Despite such 
differences, Kuya Zoilo, as a lider, still delivers votes to Benedicto because he always 
associates Benedicto’s tulong with the concept of lapit (close, near).    
                                                 






Lapit is the root word and with the prefix ma- added it becomes an adjective to 
mean closeness.  In the everyday context, malapit often refers to someone who can be 
approached for help.  Malapit is dealt with in more detail in chapter four but at this 
juncture, suffice it to say that the concept of malapit is not just limited to the 
approachability for favors and services provided.  Rather, it is the feeling of being 
able to approach (malapit) someone, thus a feeling of being respected, coming from 
the ordinary people that a leader is highly appreciated.  The concept of malapit, in 
ordinary people’s perception, is commonly associated with the concept of tulong 
(help).   
Mrs. Reyes: Oo, kahit di magbigay basta kursunada namin. 
[Yes, even if they don’t give (help, favors, or goodies), as long as we 
like them.] 
 
Interviewer:  Paano niyo po nakukursunadahan iyong isang 
kandidato? 
[How do you decide to like a candidate?] 
 
Mrs. Reyes: Syempre, nakikita namin sa kanilang, sila’y mabait, 
nakikisama sila, nakikisama kami. Baka naman pagdating oras at 
kami’y medyo gipit, makakahingi ng tulong doon. 
[Of course, we see that they’re good and can mingle. When the time 
comes and we need help, we can go to them.]17
 
Mrs. Reyes, a housewife with nine children, worked as labandera 
(laundrywoman).  She is now retired since she had a stroke, and now depends on her 
son, Roderick, who works at the municipality/city hall, for food and for paying her 
bills.   Favors do not really attract her to vote for someone she likes (kursunada).  
Instead, she would vote for a candidate as long as she feels he/she can be approached 
and would provide tulong (help) in times of need (gipit: difficult or severe 
circumstances where one has barely anything to survive).  As is indicated in chapter 
four, the appreciation of malapit (closeness/approachable) is a sense of being 
                                                 






accepted, respected, and treated equally by those providing tulong, whether they be 
politician or non-politician.  This is also similar to the manifestation of Mrs. Reyes 
concerning nakikisama sila, nakikisama kami (mutual mingling), where politicians 
humbly engage themselves with the poor.   
 Kuya Zoilo’s support of Benedicto is based on his interpretation of the latter’s 
tulong combined with being malapit, instead of material incentives or threats.  It is 
also interesting to observe that the tactics and strategies of Kuya Zoilo’s campaign did 
not resort to money politics, threats, or favoritism.  One of Kuya Zoilo’s tasks was to 
search for the legitimate constituents of Barangay 1 who have not resided in the 
barangay for some time.  There were two objectives behind this task.  The first was to 
make Benedicto known to those barangay folks who were not familiar with his 
background, while at the same to provide additional information about Benedicto to 
the current barangay folks.  Benedicto needed Kuya Zoilo’s help in this manner 
because he had not stayed in the barangay for long periods prior to his retirement 
from the DFA.  Therefore, the process of making someone known (pagpapakilala) 
was an important element for the constituents to be acquainted with (kilala) the 
candidates.  In this context, the process of knowing (kilala) is not limited to the tulong 
or works that have been provided by the candidate; it is extended to the quality of 
mabait in a person who gives out the tulong that counts.  According to Kuya Zoilo, it 
was more difficult to locate the constituents’ addresses than to convince these people 
(especially those residing in the barangay) to vote for Benedicto because Benedicto 
had been known (kilala) for his tulong in the barangay, especially in regard to 
passport applications prior to his running for the candidacy.   
Kilala as another social manifestation of being mabait/malapit is shown in the 





Lady: Pag nananalo na sila kilala ka.  
[They know you if they win.] 
 
Tatay Erning: Oo, kilalang-kilala ka. 
[Yes, they really know you then.] 
 
Lady: Iboboto mo sila eh.  Pag nakalabas na sila, wala na.  
[You vote for them.  After it’s (election) finished, nothing.] 
 
Tatay Erning: Pag nanalo sila, batiin mo, ah, hindi ka babatiin.  
[Laughs]   Wala na, eh tapos na ang eleksyon eh.  [Laughs] 
[When they win and you greet them, they won’t greet you back. 
There’s no need, the elections are finished.] 
 
Tatay Erning: Pagka sa ganyang sitwasyon, nakapag_____ (mis-
recording) ng botohan, hindi tumutulong.  Mayroon pang pakain.  Ang 
mga tao naman eh palibhasa eh wala nang ibang alam, sige, pasok sa 
loob, kain!  Eh walang alam eh!  Bibigyan pa sila ng mga softdrink, 
mga ganyan.  Eh iyon nga, tanggap nang tanggap.  Wala naman 
silang alam eh.  Ang alam nila eh susulat.  Ang iba nga eh hindi 
marunong bumasa, nagpapatulong pa.  Isusulat natin, ito’y ka, iyan 
basahin mo na iyan.  Iyan ang kopyahin mo.  Iyon.  Kopyahin mo na 
iyan, piliin mo na kung ano ang gusto mo. 
[In that situation (campaign period), they don’t really help.  They also 
give food.  Because the people don’t know anything, they just go 
inside and eat!  They don’t know anything!  They’ll also be given soft 
drinks, like that.  They just accept and accept.  They don’t know 
anything.  All they know is what to write.  For those who don’t know 
how to read, they ask for help.  They’ll write it down and that’s what 
he/she will copy.  There, you copy that; you choose which ones you 
like.]18
 
In the context of politics, especially during election periods, kilala can be 
downplayed as a mere political strategy, short-lived and instrumental.  A poor man I 
interviewed such as Tatay Erning, for example, realizes that candidates always know 
(kilala) the constituents during election time.  Any kind of favors or help given during 
election time is not considered as tulong but is just a strategy to gain votes.   Kilala in 
this context is only temporary for it does not carry on beyond election time: “Pag 
nanalo sila, batiin mo, ah, hindi ka babatiin.  Wala na, eh tapos na ang eleksyon eh” 
(If they win and you greet them, ah, they won’t return the greeting. It’s no more, eh, 
                                                 





because the elections are over.) And thus Tatay Erning bemoans the fact that the 
constituents are not respected or “known” after election time because they are not 
needed anymore. 
Tatay Erning’s comment on the more limited operation of kilala does not 
apply to Benedicto’s strategy to make himself known. The concept of kilala cannot 
merely be associated with the means for the expansion of wealth and influence, or 
practices of favoritism, as conventional approaches would argue.  From a candidate 
like Benedicto’s point of view, to be known is to be able to manifest constant respect 
(such as greeting properly, election time or not) to the constituents, to be mabait, and 
to be close to the people (malapit).   To be known, from a constituent like Tatay 
Erning’s point of view, is to be respected and to be treated equally, and also to feel 
close to someone, or to feel accepted (the malapit).  Thus, tulong (help) in this context 
is not just the manifestation of material incentives but is rather more the manifestation 
of the qualities of mabait and malapit through the practices of kilala. 
On one occasion during the campaign period, the Benedicto camp received a 
letter from the other rival candidates accusing Benedicto of holding American 
citizenship.  Kuya Zoilo, together with the two sons of Benedicto, photocopied the 
letter and held a dialogue with the people of Maruha (one of the precincts at Barangay 
1, mostly occupied by the poor) to explain that it was impossible for Benedicto to 
acquire  American citizenship in such as short period of time after his retirement from 
the DFA, and that it was also impossible to change his citizenship prior to his 
retirement because he was still a government employee.  To Kuya Zoilo, holding a 
dialogue and providing evidence was a viable way of convincing (makumbinsi) 





In 2002, Benedicto was elected as first barangay councilor or konsehal (see 
the table below).  During his campaign, he had spent about P50,000 for posters, 
buying drinks, and doing favors.  He also had ten t-shirts that were donated by his 
sister-in-law.  Usually, in a barangay election, money or pera is spent in several areas 
such as posters, t-shirts, liquor, food, emergency payments, petrol, and the like.  For 
instance, uniforms for basketball players would cost about P200.  In total, this item 
would cost P3,600 for twelve players per team.  In campaigning for the post of 
barangay captain, at least P1 million would normally be required for such expenses.19  
The money spent excludes those “donations” or “sponsorships” from relatives or 
supporters.  According to Benedicto, however, he did not need many promotions or to 
spend too much money because he was already known (kilala) in the barangay.  One 
of the ways in which he sought to provide tulong was to propose the establishment of 
an office in the barangay and municipal halls to help people find work abroad.  
However, the barangay captain denied his proposal.  Benedicto believed his winning 
had to do with the tulong he extended to people while he worked at the DFA (before 
he ran for local office), without asking for “extra” charges for passport applications.  
This had helped him to be trustworthy in the eyes of the people.  
During Benedicto’s campaign for the barangay council post, he put high 
emphasis on meeting people face to face.  Kumpadres (god-parents or sometimes 
refers to close friends) were important in recruiting votes, especially those who could 
serve as sub-leaders (lider) to recruit votes from family members, as well as to 
persuade people to vote for the candidates; however, he claims that “you still need to 
go face to face” and “the personal touch is important.”20  As a candidate, one has to 
cultivate personal relationships with the voters through a genuine hands-on approach 
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involving house-to-house visits or speaking (makipag-usap) directly to the people, 
and shaking hands.  One interesting characteristic of Benedicto (and many politicians 
that I encountered, in fact) in asking for support from the people is that he does not 
engage in giving empty promises (pangako) to the constituents.  His telling them to 
“vote for me and see how I can help you,” is carried out with the knowledge that a 
candidate has to be humble in asking for support and also sensitive of his or her 
reputation of honesty.  He knows full well that if a candidate fails to keep promises, 
s/he will be stigmatized as “boastful or “loko-loko,” which colloquially means 
someone who makes people look stupid.  Similarly, people would see a politician as 
“hindi naman siya mapakiusap” (he cannot be talked to/negotiated with by people) or 
“hindi naman siya nakilala” (the people did not get to know him).  According to 
Benedicto, people have “pride” and according to Benedicto’s wife, one has to know 
how to be “hindi mataas” (not to be condescending). 
 
Table 3 
Certified List of Winning Candidates 
SK & Barangay Elections 




No. of Votes 





1. Gonzales, Benedicto G. 495 
2. Garcia, Marcelino, Jr. 
S. 
372 
3. Carandang, Brigido D. 349 
4. Carandang, Ricardo M. 336 
5. Medal, Arman G. 328 
6. Castillo, Renato D. 313 
7. Javier, Bernardo T. 312 






This sincerity, humility, and quality of mabait (good), and the social practices 
of kilala, are more important than the utilization of pera in local politics.  According 
to Benedicto, one of the factors that caused Torres-Aquino to lose her mayoral 
candidacy was because she relied too much on the barangay captains to act as liders.  
She did not talk to the other barangay councilors or konsehal who were also 
influential in the barangay.  The barangay captains took the money (P2,000 or 
USD36) and used it for their own interests.  Some barangay captains were “very 
boastful” about their capability to recruit because they knew Torres-Aquino was 
giving money.  Even before the May 2004 elections, Yazaki-Torres Manufacturing 
Co. Inc., an assembler of motor vehicles in the Philippines, which is owned by Torres-
Aquino’s brother, Feliciano Torres, sponsored a thirty-two-man delegation (all 
barangay captains) to Thailand as part of the company’s strategy for improving 
community-based projects.  This was seen by observers as a strategy to garner support 
from the barangay captains despite Feliciano’s claim that this had been planned long 
ago as a “business mission.” 21  In short, in Benedicto’s view, pera alone ultimately 
does not work in politics.  
Instead, one should use the pera in the form of tulong (help).  When people 
know that one is running for a barangay council post, they would ask for favors, such 
as money for drinking: “manong, pang-inuman” (older brother, please, some money 
[to buy liquor] for drinks), is commonly heard at this time.  One also has to entertain 
(makisama) people by handing them some San Miguel beer or gin, or P200 for them 
to buy the drinks.  To Benedicto, favors of this sort would later transform into 
everyday tulong.  This aspect of tulong has never been absent even after his political 
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campaign, when he allocated P400 from his P2,994 honorarium in preparation for 
instances when people would need his help for hospital bills, school fees, and the like. 
In other words, pera is not necessarily or even ultimately the factor that wins a 
candidacy.  When pera is used purely to win a seat in politics or to buy political 
support, one is deemed to lose legitimacy and is shunned by the constituents.  One 
needs to have the know-how for applying the personal touch and be ready to utilize 
pera in providing tulong.  Pera in this context serves as a social medium that a 
candidate or politician must necessarily deal with in order to close the social gap 
between the “elite” and masa.  The people have to be constantly entertained 
(makisama sa kanila) because they know that they are the ones who helped 
(tumulong) the candidate in terms of votes and the candidate is expected in turn to 
help (makatulong) the voter.  It is like “give and take” and “I help you and you help 
me.”22  Eventually, the fruits of tulong will be appreciated.   
In the Tanauan context, this connotation of the fruits of tulong (help) is 
expressed as “planting good seeds.”  Liders such as Kuya Zoilo and Janing Suarez (a 
volunteer in a women’s organization in Barangay Gonzales and who is now a 
barangay councilor of Gonzales) always emphasize that people’s appreciation of 
tulong is not manifested during the political campaign period.  It derives from the 
accumulated scrutiny by the people upon a person (tao) who constantly provides 
tulong not just in election time but in the everyday life context.  This constant tulong 
is commonly known as “pagtatanim ng kabutihan sa tao” (planting good seeds to the 
people).23   The “seed planted” refers to the tulong that is provided by a person even 
when he/she is not running for a political post; such tulong is also manifested outside 
any political interests.  Tulong, in this sense, is measured through the mabait element 
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that is similar to Chavez’s appreciation of a leader.  Thus, the underside of 
Benedicto’s tulong is “scrutinized” by others on the basis of the past behavior that 
Benedicto manifested such as during his stay at the DFA. 
From the two personal experiences and viewpoints narrated above, it becomes 
clear that the concepts of tulong and pera are multifaceted in their layers of meanings.  
From a social class analysis, both Chavez and Benedicto are considered to be middle-
class as both are able to run for office and both are educated and thus have 
professional occupations.  In a rigid sense, they are the “elites,” the lider, and the 
“giver” of tulong.  However, the social practices of tulong do not function in a 
simplistic, unilateral, top-to-bottom manner.  Both Chavez and Benedicto were also 
the recipients of tulong as indicated in the development of their careers and 
experiences.   
Chavez was a recipient of tulong in instances when people who were more 
financially capable extended a helping hand to him.  Benedicto, on the other hand, 
realized the importance of tulong through siko.  Their experiences and encounters 
have made them believe that they are not “elites” but are actually part of the masa.  
The hardships in their lives (careers or ideologies) made them associate themselves 
with the realm of the masa or the mahirap even after they had climbed up the social 
ladder.  They realize the essence of being mabait in continuing to socialize with the 
people.  In this sense, they cannot fall under the conventional understanding of a lider.  
They both subscribe to the moral elements of mabait in choosing a leader and 
being a leader of the people.  With this, their status as a community leader or local 
barangay official does not make them a lider who manipulates the system for power 
or who follows a particular politician.  For Chavez, selecting a leader means choosing 





through pera.  To Benedicto, one has to have the know-how to engage the masa 
through tulong and the practice of kilala in order not to burden (financially and 
politically) the recipient.  Pera is not simply a tool to garner popular support, but is 
instead a concrete manifestation of tulong.  Pera, to both of them, is a tool to bridge 
the gap with the popular, but it is not a determinant of power or political leverage.   
The multifaceted meanings of tulong and pera blur the class differences 
between mahirap and mayaman, complicate the patron-client relations of pulitiko 
(politician) and tao (people).  Conventional political approaches delineate clearly the 
boundary between the patron and the client, with the former as the provider of 
financial help, personal services, and local developments in order to create 
dependency relations with the latter, the clients, the passive receivers. It has been 
argued here, however, that such help and material provisions connote different 
meanings to other so-called patrons or liders.  These liders, such as Chavez and 
Benedicto, do not quite fit into the conventional category and definition of leaders.  
Their views concerning financial provisions or pera, social services, favors, and 
personal relations are non-manipulative, culturally sensitive to the local perception of 
mabait and malapit as well as the social practices of kilala that the lider should 
engage with.  Tulong and pera are social functions that a lider is required to mobilize 
in engaging with the people.     
 
Developmentalism Discourse: Official Projections of Tulong 
Ate Serv, a church worker, proudly indicates that the politicians are afraid of 
losing votes if they do not address development issues in their agenda.24  According 
to Chavez, the politicians have to plan their strategies two or three years before the 
                                                 





next election.25  Such planning ranges from macro-level infrastructure projects, such 
as school buildings, healthcare centers, barangay (village) roads, and bridges, to 
micro-level ones such as educational funds, financial aids, job applications, funeral 
contributions, weddings, and baptisms.   Both Ate Serv and Chavez are not strangers 
to Tanauan local politics.  They were skeptical that politicians could be sincere in 
their developmental agendas and were aware of the corruption practices in projects 
undertaken by the local government.  Both of their views on the necessity for 
politicians to engage in development projects tell us that the discourse of development 
has gained a considerable weight in local politics. 
In this section we shall demonstrate that tulong (help) and pera are 
continuously at play in local government projects in order to construct an image of a 
people-oriented government.  That is to say, local politicians try to avoid being 
associated with the “gun, goons, and gold” politicians commonly pictured in the 
media and familiar to the community.  To be recognized as a people-oriented 
government, politics is structured within the political language or idiom of tulong.  
Our analysis of this idiom is based on the reading of local government newspapers 
and is structured around the language/rhetoric used in these publications and the 
images that result from such.  The intention here is to excavate politicians’ production 
of rhetoric (or the official transcript, to use James Scott’s words) in the everyday or 
mundane aspects of politicians’ activities.26  
 
The Language of Tulong and Pera 
Within the Tanauan City government structure, one of the mechanisms for the 
city government to communicate with the general public is through its local 
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community newspaper.  First known as Tanauan Muna Balita (First Tanauan News), 
which was then changed to Tan-aw (literately means, “overlooking,” where the name 
of the city is derived from), these local newspapers are a bi-monthly publication of the 
Community Development Information Center (CDIC) of the Tanauan City 
Government.  It has an average circulation of 3,000, mostly among the different local 
offices and institutions in the city and nearby municipalities, and 1,500 copies are 
distributed to different schools.  The language of the newspaper is mostly written in 
Tagalog, especially during the administration of former mayor, Cesar Platon.  It then 
expanded to include more articles written in the English language (although Tagalog 
is still the dominant language) during the administration of expelled mayor Corona.27   
The newspaper reports on the city’s condition and provides updates on the 
different projects of the city as well as local activities.  It plays the role of a bridge to 
communicate with the general public what the local government has been doing, 
particularly in its march towards the progress and development of the city as 
stipulated in the 1991 Local Government Code.  Despite the simplistic reporting, it 
nonetheless includes a wide spectrum of activities and happenings within the city.  
Various reports are published that range from the city’s latest projects and policies, to 
agricultural planning, barangay affairs, sports and youth news, senior citizens, 
education and health, and women’s issues.  
During Platon’s administration, page three of every issue of Tanauan Muna 
Balita contained a section on the progress of the infrastructure projects of the city.  
Under this section, various types of accomplished projects were indicated, such as 
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road and building projects, electrical installations, and waterworks.  Each report 
covered the type of the project, the source of the fund, the cost of the project, the 
location, and the status of the project.  For example, for the month of May 1999, this 
section indicated the improvement of the arena stage in Janapol E/S (the nature of the 
project) at Barangay Janopol Occidental (its location).  It was an ongoing project (the 
status) through the usage of the SB Fund (the source of funding) that costs P17,970.00 
(project cost).28  For the month of March 2000, the report indicated the improvement 
of the electrical lighting system (the nature of project) at Slaughterhouse (location).  It 
has been completed (status) through the use of the General Fund (source of fund), 
which costs P1,495.00 (project cost).29  
The information about the projects was published in a fairly organized manner 
in order to showcase the progress of the government’s implementation.  More 
importantly is that the information includes the budget of the project implementation.  
The showcase of such information no doubt is an effort of the local government to 
project the image that it has put its energy and commitment into the development of 
the city.  The implementation is constantly publicized and the public is informed of its 
progress every two months.  In addition, the publicized funding and expenditure was 
clearly to project an image of clean governance.   
In Corona’s administration, the accomplishment news was altered into a 
somewhat different formulation.  Instead of concentrating on infrastructures per se 
within a specific section, the reporting covered a rather wider spectrum, such as the 
budget of the city’s fund, its expenditures, its liabilities, and income - in short, the 
city’s expenditure.  This was published in every first issue of Tan-aw for a particular 
year.  For example, in 2001, which was the first year of Corona’s administration, a 
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balance sheet of fiscal year 2001 was published where the expenditure of the city was 
showcased.30  The budget was not put in statistical figures but was announced in the 
sessions of the budget discussions, the allocation of funds for different projects, its 
rationale, etc.31  (See Appendix 2 for the differences of reporting between Platon and 
Corona) 
Among these reports, there is a theme that dominates the public message, 
namely the orientation towards local development through the implementation of 
infrastructures and the upgrading of the people’s quality of life.  In Platon’s 
administration, the focus of the reporting was inclined towards local level 
development (barangay level), while in Corona’s administration the focus was 
inclined towards the development of the city as a whole.  The numbers or statistical 
data that were exhibited in printed form were an attempt by the local government to 
demonstrate the whereabouts of the public funding, and how this was spent on 
people’s development projects.  Both administrations shared the rhetorical projection 
of people-oriented leadership through developmental projects (at the organizational 
level as well as at the individual level) and clean governance; the intention was to 
illustrate to the public how a local government could be caring (maasikaso) to its 
people. 
Besides that, one of the strategies in the writing up of the local government’s 
projects is the usage of popular language to engage with the local people.  This 
popular language is used in such a way that the implementation of local projects 
connotes the social meaning of mabait (good) and tulong.  Especially during Platon’s 
                                                 
30 “Accountant’s Report,” Tan-aw, April–September 2001. 
31  “Panukalang Budget Para sa Taong 2002, Pinag-aaralan” (Proposed Budget for 2002 Under 
Consideration), Tan-aw, December 2001 (Special Issue); “P16 M Budget for Local School Board 
Approved,” Tan-aw, April-June 2002; “ACC Signs P244,800,000 Budget for 2003,” Tan-aw, 
November–December 2002; “SP Adopts Php305 million Annual Budget for CY 2004,” Tan-aw, 






period, these welfare activities connoted tulong from a person (tao) instead of a local 
politician (pulitiko).  It encompassed the fields of education, medicine, hospitals, and 
the like.  The activity of giving donations and material help – the tulong – generated 
not only a caring and close-to-the people image of the politician but, more 
importantly, it connoted the quality of being mabait at a personal level, or the level of 
pagkatao (moral nature, personality).  
The local government’s projection of personal identity or pagkatao is 
articulated through a familiar language of provision that is registered in such words as  
magkakaloob, tulong, and mag-aalay.  For instance, under the section of barangay 
news (in Platon’s period), the nature of the news focused on the happenings in various 
barangays within the city covering social activities, meetings, and the provision of 
help by government officials.  This provision of help was made known in such a way 
as to personalize the supposed official activities.  The newspaper often published the 
names of college students who were provided scholarships by the mayor, or 
sometimes the mayor was projected in the news as someone directly giving out 
personal funding on local occasions.32  The act of provision, articulated in Tagalog as 
magkaloob, which means to donate or to grant, or mag-alay, which means to offer, is 
always associated with an idiom of sacrificing one’s own interest for the masses 
rather than seeing it as a politician’s fulfillment of a job.  
Magkakaloob siya [Mayor Platon] ng halagang P500,000.00 mula sa 
kanyang personal fund bilang pondo para sa Cultural Arts and 
Promotion Program na ito.33
[He (Mayor Platon) will donate/grant/give P500,000.00 from his 
personal fund for the Cultural Arts and Promotion Program.] 
 
                                                 
32 Platon provided scholarships to students to continue their education at the university level.  “Punong 
Bayan Platon, Nagkaloob ng Scholarship” (Mayor Platon Gives Scholarship), Tanauan Muna Balita, 
January–March 1999; “STI [Systems Technology Institute] Scholar,” Tanauan Muna Balita, April–
June 1999. 
33 “Concert at the Park Para sa Tanauenos, Naging Matagumpay!” (Concert at the Park for the People 





Nagdaos ng libreng gamutan (medical, x-ray at laboratory 
examination) si Punong Bayan Platon noong nakaraang kaarawan 
niya (Agosto 26, 1999) para sa mga senior citizen.  Sa halip na siya 
ang alayan sa kaniyang kaarawan ay siya pa ang nag-alay ng libreng 
gamutan para sa mga senior citizen na malapit sa kaniyang puso.34
[Mayor Platon celebrated his previous birthday (August 26, 1999) by 
giving away medicine. Instead of him being offered something for his 
own birthday, he gave free medicine to senior citizens whom he 
considers are close to his heart.] 
 
…sila ay pinahihiram ng ilang makina ng Technical Education Skills 
Development Authority (TESDA) sa pamamagitan ng ating mabait at 
matulungin na Hon. City Mayor Cesar V. Platon at MSWD Officer 
Mrs. Lorna O. Cabrera….  Ang kababaihan ng Purok 5 Brgy. 
Lumbang, Lipa City ay pumarito sa Tanauan Livelihood Training 
Center upang mag-aral ng Rugmaking. Sila ay ini-sponsor ng ating 
mahal na Punonglungsod na CESAR V. PLATON through Batangueno 
Muna Foundation….  Mabuhay ka! Mahal naming City Mayor Platon 
sa iyong kabutihang loob.  Sana’y patuloy ka pang manilbihan sa 
publiko.35
[They (the women’s group of Brgy. 2) were lent TESDA machines 
through our kind-hearted and helpful Hon. City Mayor Cesar V. Platon 
and MSWD Officer Mrs. Lorna O. Cabrera….The women of District 5 
of Brgy. Lumbang, Lipa City, attended the Tanauan Livelihood 
Training Center in order to learn how to make rugs.  They were 
sponsored by our beloved City Mayor Cesar V. Platon through the 
Foundation of People of Batangas First….Long live the mayor! Our 
beloved City Mayor Platon for his kind-heartedness. We wish that you 
would continuously serve the public.] 
 
Magkaloob and nag-alay illustrate an act of provision of material rewards that 
is essentially propelled by generosity, sacrifice, and empathy.  This is done through 
identifying the mayor with an image of a generous person who is willing to use his 
own financial capability to support local activities.  His ability to share with and 
sacrifice for the people are brought out through the use of words/concepts such as 
puso (heart), mabait (root word is bait, kindness), matulungin (root word is tulong, 
helpfulness), mahal (to like, love), kabutihan (root word is buti, goodness), and loob 
(inner being).  The contribution that the mayor has delivered is scripted in terms of a 
                                                 
34 “Alay ng Punong Bayan Para sa Mga Senior Citizen” (The Offering of the City Mayor to the Senior 
Citizen), Tanauan Muna Balita, July–September 1999.  Emphasis added. 
35 “Ang Tanauan Livelihood Training Center” (The Tanauan Livelihood Training Center), Tanauan 





personified image of goodness (mabait) and helpfulness (matulungin), which are 
derived from an inner quality (puso and loob) of a human being.  The impact of such 
reporting is that it produces an image of a people-oriented politician who is 
consistently and willingly making an effort for the people’s welfare.  Both acts of 
provision connote an intermediate position between a party with financial capability 
(either local government or mayor) and a weaker party in need (students or barangay 
folks).  Through the intermediate position one can attempt to and successfully 
produce an image of non-oppressive, moralized, and humane relations.   
The provision of “help” during Corona’s administration is done in a more 
formal manner but is still not separated from a pagkatao level, especially in relation to 
barangay-level projects.  For instance, the provision of the barangay welfare fund, 
with a sum of P20,000 each,36 is reported as being initiated by the president of the 
Liga ng mga Barangay (The League of Barangays) for those barangay officials who 
are sick or disabled, or who have family members who are ill:  
Sa pamamagitan ng Barangay Welfare Fund ay naipakikita ng 
Pamahalaang Lungsod ng Tanauan ang malasakit nito sa mga maliliit 
nating kababayan kahit sa kanyang mumunting pamamaraan.37
[Through the Barangay Welfare Fund, the City Government of Tanauan 
was able to show its solicitude (malasakit) to the small people/citizen even 
in the smallest ways.]  
 
It is seen as official due to the fact that the fund is channeled through the 
barangay fund, in contrast to Platon’s personal funding.  But it is nonetheless 
personal in the way that the tulong given is manifested with a tone of humility, 
modesty, and sincerity expressed in the words “malasakit” (solicitude, concern) and 
“kahit sa kanyang mumunting pamamaraan” (even in the smallest ways), and without 
exploiting the public fund by taking personal credit for its use.  In addition, in 
                                                 
36 “Barangay Welfare Fund, Tulong sa Nanunungkulan sa Barangay” (Barangay Welfare Fund, Help 
for Barangay Officials), Tan-aw, October–December 2001. 
37 Ibid., emphasis added. See also, “CIWEST Project sa Mahabang Buhangin, Inilunsad” (CIWEST 





Corona’s administration, tulong was mostly targeted towards helping the poor. This 
included financial assistance, materials for rebuilding the houses of fire victims, 
health care accessibility, and programs aimed at poverty eradication through 
livelihood training, budget for agricultural and backyard farm supplies to KALIPI 
(Kalipunan ng Liping Pilipinas or Federation of the Philippine Race). 38   The 
intention is to construct moral local governance that is sensitive to issues pertaining to 
the masa.  
 
The Portrait of Tulong and Pera 
Visibility is another, obvious, way for the local government to portray itself as 
people-oriented. Its official newspaper accomplishes in two ways.  One is through 
photographs that evidence established city projects in addition to their reportage.  
Another is through allocating a section of the newspaper to photographs of the mayor 
himself, known as “mayor in action.”   
Examples of the established city projects that are reported on, with pictures, 
are, among others, the new (or newly renovated) buildings of the city, the new banks, 
                                                 
38 “Mga Nasunugan sa Maruja, Natulungan” (Fire Victims in Maruja Received Help), Tan-aw, March–
April 2003; “Tanauan Nutricenter, Binuksan” (Tanauan Nutricenter, Opened), Tan-aw, April–June 
2002; “872 Pamilya, Nabigyan ng Philhealth Card” (872 Families Received Philhealth Cards), Tan-aw, 
July–August 2002; “Philhealth Benefits para sa Retired Employees” (Philhealth Benefits for Retired 
Employees), Tan-aw, July–August 2003; “Tulong Pansuporta para sa 20 Pamilya” (Help to Support 20 
Families), Tan-aw, July–August 2003; “Nutrition Month Celebration 2003,” Tan-aw, January–
February 2003; “507, Nabiyayaan ng Philhealth sa Masa, 19 Tumanggap ng Tulong Pinansyal” (507 
Received Blessings from Philhealth, 19 Received Financial Assistance), Tan-aw, November–December 
2003; “DMMC Promotes Hospitals as ‘Center for Wellness,’” Tan-aw, September–October 2004; 
“Serbisyo ng Philhealth Mas Lalong Pinalapit” (The Service of Philhealth Now More Accessible), Tan-
aw, March–April 2005; “Rapid Poverty Mapping Orientation, Isinagawa” (Rapid Poverty Mapping 
Orientation, Executed), Tan-aw, July–August 2002; “Tulong Pansuporta para sa 20 Pamilya” (Help to 
Support 20 Families), Tan-aw, July–August 2003; “30 Katao Nabigyan ng Capital Assistance” (Capital 
Assistance Given to 30 People), Tan-aw, no date; “Limampunglibong piso para sa KALIPI, 
Ipinagkaloob” (Fifty Thousand Pesos Donated to KALIPI), Tan-aw, November–December 2003; 
“Pagsasanay ng mga Data Enumerators ukol sa Local Poverty Diagnosis and Planning, Ginanap” 
(Exercise of the Data Enumerators about Local Poverty Diagnosis and Planning, Held), Tan-aw, 
March–April 2003; “Tulong Pinansyal at Pangkabuhayan Patuloy na Ipinapatupad” (Financial and 
Livelihood Help Continuously Carried Out), Tan-aw, July–August 2004; “Proyektong Pangkabuhayan, 





and fast food chains such as McDonald’s, Jollibee, KFC, etc.  During Platon’s 
administration, this was published on the page allocated for infrastructure projects (on 
page 3) or pages that were related to developmental projects.  In Corona’s 
administration, projects were announced with accompanying figures of expenditures 
and photographs of the projects, in the section “Builder’s Views.”  They include the 
building of barangay halls, the concreting of roads, the construction of highways, the 
acquisition of garbage trucks, new slaughterhouses, school classrooms, and electrical 
lighting poles.39  (See Appendix 3 for some examples) 
Besides the use of pictures of infrastructures and buildings in the newspaper, 
the majority of the photographs showcase “mayors in action” (mostly under the 
section Balik-Tanaw or Flashback) along the rhetorical agendas of developmentalism 
and welfare activities. 40   The column “mayor in action” showcases the mayor’s 
attendance and presence in local official activities and other social occasions, and 
information on the projects done under the leadership of the mayors, barangay 
captains or particular organizations.  One example is the reporting of Corona’s effort 
in materializing the projects for the welfare of the community through the opening of 
nutrition centers, the construction of school buildings, and allocation of funds for 
school supplies.41  
                                                 
39 All from Tan-aw, October–December 2001 (Special Issue) except indicated: “Dream Come True,” 
“Concrete Barriers: A Solution to Traffic Problems,” “More Highway Lights to be Switched On,” 
“Barangay 7 Acquires a Garbage Truck;” “Banadero Bridge Now Serving the People,” Tan-aw, April–
September 2001; “Construction of the New Slaughterhouse Building, Ongoing,” Tan-aw, no date; 
“More Infrastructure Projects Accomplished by Corona Administration,” Tan-aw, April–June 2002;  
“New Building Constructed,” Tan-aw, April–June 2002; “Mayor Alfredo C. Corona Type-School 
Building, Inaugurated,” Tan-aw, September–October 2002; “Cementing of All Artery Roads, Almost 
Complete;” Tan-aw, November–December 2002; “New Public Market Building Undergoing 
Construction,” Tan-aw, November–December 2002; “Second ACC-Type Building to be Used in 2003 
School Opening,” Tan-aw, January–February 2003; “Street Lights Radiate to Rural Barangays,” Tan-
aw, January–February 2003. 
40 This is also described in one of the sections of the Tanauan City Government website during Mayor 
Corona’s administration.  See http://www.tanauancity.com. 
41 “New Building Constructed,” Tan-aw, April–June 2002; “Tanauan Nutricenter, Binuksan” (Tanauan 
Nutricenter, Opened), Tan-aw, April–June 2002; “School Board Supplemental Budget Approved,” 





The column on Corona as “mayor in action” is quite different from Platon’s 
way of publicizing information.  In Corona’s administration, development projects 
were indicated to the public not only through photographs of infrastructures being 
built – such as Mga proyekto ng Pamahalaang Lungsod, Sinimulan ng Pasinayaan 
(Projects of the City Government inaugurated) in the “Builder’s View” section – but 
also because the information on his efforts was made clearly to harmonize with the 
city’s vision towards progress.42  In other words, Corona’s strategy of publicizing the 
image of good governance provides a vision and direction for development to the 
people.   
On one hand, Corona focused on the efficiency of the city administration and 
the accessibility of public services where the city mayor’s office was opened to the 
public every Monday to listen to people’s issues and problems.43  On the other hand, 
his projects were geared more towards the macro or city level in contrast to Platon, 
who was more inclined towards projects at the barangay level. In addition, the 
projects implemented were orchestrated in a way that exhibited a vision of the city’s 
development.  Corona’s project implementation encompassed a wide spectrum of 
development (in contrast to Platon who operated at a more personalized level) – such 
as the opening of infrastructure for a factory in which an industrial park named the 
First Philippine Industrial Park (FPIP) was built in the 300-hectare land comprising 
the FPIP, 225 hectares of which are within Tanauan City; the opening of foreign 
investment such as a tobacco factory, projects for a better infrastructure in the city and 
public services (education, barangay affairs, health, and agricultural such as under the 
                                                 
42 Tan-aw, March–April 2003. 






section of Balitang Agri [Agricultural News]).44  With his orientation towards the 
development of the economy, Corona has been known as a “man of development,” 
with his unique management style of being “unassuming, consultative, and always 
ready to listen to any resident walking into city hall with a burden to unload.”45  
There is a communicative dynamic here that is worth discussing.  The 
newspapers provide information to the populace on the city government’s efforts, 
visions, and its methods of handling public funds in an attempt to engage with the 
people through the local media.  At one level, this necessitates that the local 
government build a bridge with the populace by providing as much news or 
information as possible.  On another level, this provision is manifested through a 
familiar language of social practices that the local government and the mayor must 
undertake in order to project good leadership.  The higher objective is, of course, to 
associate with the ordinary people’s everyday struggles.  The local media is used to 
project politicians as humane, which implies that they are more than just civil servants 
or pulitikos and that they do care about the people’s welfare.  
Language, accompanied by visibility (photographs), is used and produced to 
project a concerned, caring, and close-to-the-people type of governance.  It projects a 
government that not only provides material benefits, but also aligns governance with a 
                                                 
44 “FPIP, A World Class Infrastructure” Tan-aw, October–December 2001; “Philip Morris to Boost 
Economic Development in Tanauan,” Tan-aw, April–September 2001; “Philip Morris Donates 
P973,000 to Barangay Pantay Bata,” Tan-aw, September–October, 2002; “Philip Morris Opens $300-
M Cigarette Plant in Batangas,” Tan-aw, January–February 2003; “Mango Production Agri-Campaign 
ng City of Tanauan” (Mango Production Agri-Campaign of  City of Tanauan), Tan-aw, no date; 
“Tanauan City Infrastructure Booms,” Tan-aw, July–August 2003; “Mga Kritiko, Hiniling na 
Makipagtulungan” (Critics Asked to Cooperate), Tan-aw, December 2001 (Special Issue); “Mga 
Proyekto at Programa ng Administrasyong Corona, Inilahad” (Projects and Programs of Corona 
Administration, Presented), Tan-aw, January–February 2003; “More Infrastructure Projects for 
Tanauan City,” Tan-aw, January–February 2004; “P103M for the City of Tanauan,” Tan-aw, July–
August 2004; “Pangangalaga sa mga Dahilig na Lugar, Binigyang-Pansin” (Care for Sloped Areas, 
Notice Given), Tan-aw, July–August 2004; “Gilt Loan Program, Inilunsad” (Gilt Loan Program, 
Launched), Tan-aw, September–October 2004; “Native Chicken Loan Program Inilunsad” (Native 
Chicken Loan Program Launched), Tan-aw, January–February 2005; “Various Infra for 2005,” Tan-aw, 
January–February 2005; “Tanauan City High School Opens,” Tan-aw, May–June 2005; “P55 Million 
Infra Projects Soon to Commence,” Tan-aw, May–June 2005. 





notion of moral order.  Thus the visibility of tulong by an official, such as a mayor, is 
carefully crafted to manifest a sense of responsibility towards the ordinary people 
rather than being merely a mechanical duty to the public.  More importantly, it avoids 
a sense that the politician is asking a favor back from ordinary people.  The tulong 
messages by politicians are channeled as genuinely as possible to the public.  This is 
not merely seen in printed form but also in the actions carried out that can literally be 
“felt” through the accompanying usage of language that have moral connotations such 
as puso (heart), loob (inside), mahal (love), sacrifice, etc., framed within local realties 
of “doing” public service.  In other words, the relations or interactions between an 
official and the constituents are framed and negotiated through the idiom of moral 
order.  Capital and material provisions serve as building blocks to establish a 
relationship with the people.  In order to effectively utilize the material forms for 
acquiring legitimacy, one has to also operate within the moral order of these capitalist 
relations.  
 
Unofficial Projections of Tulong and Pera 
Funerals  
To say that a local newspaper alone is able to attract and build a foundation of 
popular support for the local government in general and the mayor in particular is to 
ignore the considerable element of direct engagement at the ground level.  Media 
alone is not enough to produce a united front of popular support. Media serves as a 
tool to project an imagined relationship but it has its limitations in attempting to 
entrench this imagined relationship into the realm of the popular domain.  Official 





popular.  Thus, this section looks at funerals as an unofficial projection (besides the 
media) of good governance in Tanauan. 
A funeral is a costly occasion especially for the poor because it requires a 
financial capability to cover the costs of the coffin of the deceased, funeral services 
during the wake at home, and the priest’s services at the church.  In addition, the 
expenses also include food and drinks for relatives, friends, and neighbors who come 
to pay respect.  Failure to provide these means losing respect for the deceased, if not 
for the family.  In this context, communitarian practices such as bayanihan (mutual 
aid) are manifested as a way of providing help in every way to reduce the burden of 
the deceased’s family.  Friends and neighbors contribute the necessities in material 
form as well as in services.  In the case where there is a young lady being courted in 
the house, the family of the suitor undertakes the burden of the expenses.46  In other 
words, a funeral in the Tanauan context—or pretty much any municipality in the 
Philippines for that matter—offers a time and a space wherein the community does 
get together to provide help in any form that they can manage.  
Given this context, it is not difficult to understand why Platon pursued this 
matter together with then Vice Mayor Corona and the local city government and 
established a project called Libreng Hatid sa Huling Hantungan (Free Assistance to 
the Final Place of Rest) that provided free coffin and funeral services for the 
deceased.47  There are multifaceted social meanings being played out in this funeral 
project.  At one level, Platon managed to provide financial help to the poor.  Here, 
material provision did play a role in strengthening his political legitimacy to the 
extent that the financial burden of the poor would be relieved.  At another level, his 
                                                 
46 Ramona S. Tirona, “Funeral Customs Among The Tagalog Peasants,” Otley Beyer Collection 3702, 
69 (2/5), 7, Philippine National Library, Manila. 
47 “Libreng Hatid sa Huling Hantungan Para sa Mamamayan” (Free Funeral Service for Citizens), 





provision for the funeral project also matched the social practices of bayanihan (or 
mutual aid, a Tagalog form of communitarianism).  The project was seen not merely 
as a local government project, but also as an attempt to operate within the social idiom 
of bayanihan where the “people do get together to help each other.”  That is to say 
that this social idiom was being negotiated by ordinary people in their evaluation of 
Platon, judging him from, on one hand his material capability, and on the other hand, 
his participation in the social order of tulong (help). 
The funeral event described here illustrates the importance of social events for 
politicians seeking to garner support and also to familiarize themselves with ordinary 
people’s interpretation of political “legitimacy” in the context of their everyday 
lives.48  The Braza family is of middle class background.  One of the sons, known as 
Captain Marco due to his ownership of a shipping company, is known mostly for his 
capability in finding employment for seamen.  He also owns a cafeteria in the city and 
a chicken poultry in the barangay.  Two other brothers, Kuya Kansing, who owns a 
piggery in Barangay Gonzales, and Kuya Ed, with an engineering background, used 
to run for a barangay konsehal (councilor) post but lost.  Aside from the three 
brothers, there were also three sisters in the family.  Ate Serv married a seaman and 
once owned a bakery.  She ran for the same post but lost.  Currently, she is a church 
worker.  The eldest sister, Ate Shirley, who married an engineer from Barangay 
Sambat (near the city), was once a high school teacher and is now an insurance agent.  
They have a son working in the United States as a medical doctor.  Ate Shirley is 
actively involved in residential community activities in Josefa Village, Barangay 
Sambat, where she is also the vice president of the Homeowners’ Association of the 
Subdivision of Josefa Village.  Ate Zeny, who once worked in Singapore as a maid, is 
                                                 
48 This is an event of the funeral day of a former Barangay Council held on 4 October 2005 in 





married to someone who works in a shipping company in Manila.  Ate Shirley, Kuya 
Ed, and Ate Serv are university graduates (unfortunately, background information on 
Kuya Kansing, Captain Marco, and Ate Zeny are not available).  
Overall, the Brazas are one of the more financially well-off and politically 
well-known families in Barangay Gonzales.  They are seen as mga mayayaman (the 
rich ones) within the barangay (village).  Yet, their popularity and influence cannot 
be discounted as they are not only financially well-off, but Captain Marco is also a 
pioneer and the president of the Cursillo Movement of the barangay, a movement 
based on Christian principles that are attractive to members of the barangay.  With 
such a background, it is not surprising that the Brazas carry political weight within the 
barangay and that politicians ask for help from the family during elections. 
During the day of the funeral of the Braza family head, Mayor Corona and his 
team, including city councilors, came to pay their last respects.  Before entering the 
main hall, the mayor and the team greeted almost all the visitors and relatives who 
were already present at the residential compound by shaking hands with them before 
greeting the immediate family members of the deceased.  Later on, Vice Mayor 
Junjun Trinidad, a lawyer, and his team (note that the mayor and vice mayor do not 
belong to the same political clique) arrived and engaged in the same fashion of 
mingling (makisama) with the crowd.  The difference between these two political 
blocs is that the latter brought three bottles of liquor for the family upon their arrival.  
In a funeral, there is a high probability of such taking place and the dalaw (caller) 
brings paghahandog (offering) as a generous gesture to contribute to the family’s 
needs and expenses.49  






It is known that Captain Marco, Ate Shirley, and Ate Serv were supporters of 
Corona, while their other brother, Kuya Ed, was a supporter of Junjun Trinidad.  The 
mayor would eventually mingle (makisama) with Captain Marco, while Junjun 
mingled (nakikisama) with the women’s groups and students.  Each with his own 
crowd, they never mingled with the same crowd at the same time.  The other members 
of both teams sat with the crowd for the usual chatting.  Another phenomenon that 
was manifested during the occasion was when the crowd would take the opportunity 
to ask favors, or more precisely to inform the politicians about their agendas for 
formal meetings and to get approval for certain projects.  Kuya Fabian, a barangay 
konsehal, spontaneously informed the city councilor about his own project and 
eventually got the response from the councilor to approach the secretary at the city 
hall for his signature on the project. 
The attendance of politicians at the funeral provides political leverage 
measured not merely in terms of the material rewards provided, such as the bottles of 
liquor brought by the vice mayor, and personal services. More than that, it is also the 
“cultural” familiarization experienced by the visiting politicians.  A funeral is also a 
space or platform for politicians to assert their attitude of good governance, referring 
to a moral person (tao) who possesses a mabait na loob (good inner being).  
Sometimes it has become a requirement in the schedule of politicians for them to pay 
attention to such occasions due to their social and cultural significance.  The 
attendance of a politician in a wake or the giving of condolences to the deceased’s 
family produces a sense of “being one of them” by the politician, of his willingness to 
associate with the people.  The more conventional negative narrative of a mataas (in 
the local context, this means “someone who is up there,” arrogant, or the rich one) is 





actions on the part of the mataas, and even on such seemingly minor things like the 
manner of presentation by politicians at funerals of a flower bouquet, or especially the 
abuloy (funeral money).  Sometimes the performance is scrutinized through the way a 
politician is seen to be mingling (pakisama) with the other visitors.  
More important is that this political space serves as a stage for the possible 
adjustment of values and conformity to a familiar cultural pattern – the effort of the 
mataas or the rich (mayaman) to be at par with the mahirap or the poor – by having a 
sense of humility.  The attendance of politicians and the paghahandog (gift) provided 
reflect the social practice of being humble before the grieving family.  The social 
position of a politician tends to put him or her “up there” as someone who is “high-
up” or mataas, or even arrogant.  In order to break down such a social gap, politicians 
are required to socialize (makisama) with the people on such occasions as funerals in 
order to produce a negotiable image of hindi mataas (not high-up or arrogant) type of 
politicians to the family members and community at large.  For the family members, 
on the other hand, a sense of respect and pride is generated because the politicians 
have not forgotten the Braza family’s social status in the political arena.  For the 
crowd, the way the politicians mingle (makisama) – the hand shaking, the greetings, 
the jokes, the sitting together, the bowing, and even their patient listening to the 
requests from the people (such as in Kuya Fabian’s case) – altogether produce an 
image of a people-oriented politician who is ready to provide help.  A funeral is 
therefore a political space that provides leverage for political legitimacy in the long 






Paghahandog (Gift-Giving) and the Localization of Pera 
Continuing our observations from the funeral, we can identify another 
unofficial projection of tulong (help) in the act of paghahandog (gift giving.)  We 
have already made mention of the social function of paghahandog (or dalaw - 
visitation) in funerals. In this section, paghahandog is discussed in more detail from a 
socio-cultural perspective, and by using ethnographic evidence to provide new 
insights on the practices of gift-giving, i.e., food, medicine, employment, and also 
how paghahandog is utilized in public meetings/speeches, in relation to tulong.   
Political legitimacy can be acquired through the practices of paghahandog.  
Paghahandog in this context subscribes to the idea of tulong (help) in which various 
public activities at official level (such as public meetings, welfare activities, and the 
like) are intermixed at a non-official level.  Tulong in the non-official domain is a 
direct, face-to-face, and personalized form of giving.  Rather than looking at the gift 
as a system of commodity exchange, it is the spirit of gifts, or the hau in Marcel 
Mauss’ terminology, which determines the obligation of giving, receiving, and 
repaying gifts.50  This non-official act of tulong represents the magandang loob (good 
inner being) of a person (tao).   
A handog, regalo, alaala, or kaloob, all of which literally or figuratively mean 
gift or present, takes many forms.  It can be in the form of cash, food, bottles or even 
boxes of liquor, medicine, electrical appliances, and books; expensive presents like 
antiques, or objects that are as simple as drinking glasses, umbrellas, and the like.  For 
example, before a Christmas Party was held, Platon allocated P600.00 and an 
allowance of material for each teacher.  In addition, he promised P50,000.00 for a 
gathering with the teachers.  Meanwhile, the wife of the mayor, Bess Gamilla Platon, 
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gave each of those whose birthdays fall on December P1,000.00 and a gift (handog), 
such as umbrellas and bags.51
 
Food: Pagkain and Meryenda 
 
Food is a form of paghahandog.  It is common to Platon to use public 
meetings as a platform to engage with the people though the partaking of food.  For 
example, a public meeting was held at Barangay Bilog-Bilog on the success of 
making canton noodles from pumpkin.  The Municipal Product Launching of Squash 
Canton Noodles in Tanauan was held through the cooperation of the Municipal 
Government of Tanauan, Department of Agrarian Reform, and the Department of 
Trade and Industry (DTI) Batangas.  At the end of the meeting, squash canton noodles 
were then served to everyone as a token of appreciation for the efforts made by the 
workers.52  Likewise, in a general assembly meeting with the senior citizen, the wife 
of Platon provided free lunch to 2,450 attendants.53  This intermixing of official and 
non-official images indicates Platon’s generous and friendly attitude through tulong in 
the form of livelihood projects and activities, and paghahandog in the form of food.    
Giving wine or liquor is a usual practice by politicians when attending a 
funeral or fiesta.  For instance, when I was in a drinking session with a barangay 
councilor and his sons, the wine was a gift from City Councilor Nene Quirer and Vice 
Mayor Trinidad.  Also, when the researcher attended a fiesta in Barangay Gonzales, 
the wine that was served was a gift from the same people.  The practice of wine 
                                                 
51 See “Salamat Po Mayor” (Thank you, Mayor), Tanauan Muna Balita, October–December 1999; 
Food provision is a usual practice in any occasion and “General Assembly ng mga Senior Citizens, 
Idinaos” (General Assembly of Senior Citizens Held), Tanauan Muna Balita, July–September 1999. 
52 “Agrarian Reform Community (ARC), Bilog-Bilog, Tanauan, Batangas,” Tanauan Muna Balita, 
July–September 2000. 
53 “General Assembly ng mga Senior Citizens, Idinaos” (General Assembly of Senior Citizens Held), 





giving, with a card pasted on the bottle of liquor, is to make an “imaginary present” of 
the giver in order to project the image of people-friendly politicians.   
 
Medical Supplies and Goods 
 
The supply of medicines is another project seen as paghahandog especially by 
the senior citizens.  This medical type of paghahandog is likewise mixed up with both 
Platon’s personal life and public or official events.  For example, Platon held a free 
medical service (medical, x-ray, and laboratory examination) during his last birthday 
(August 26, 1999) for senior citizens.54  Another occasion was his show of concern 
regarding the availability of free and cheap medical supplies to the old and poor 
people of the town.  Platon chaired a meeting between senior citizens and pharmacy 
owners in February 1999 to discuss the claim of the senior citizens that they are not 
given the 20 percent discount on the medicines that they buy from the pharmacies.  
Platon expressed his concern that there should be some action and agreement between 
the three groups of doctors, senior citizens, and pharmacy owners; in addition there 
should also be some accreditation of doctors because consultation fees are expensive. 
Platon further emphasized that there would be a hospital where 80 percent of the fifty 
emergency rooms would be allocated for the poor.55  
Similarly, Platon’s wife, as an honorary member of the Association of Senior 
Citizens, initiated a project for free medical services, which included medical 
supplies, and medical and dental services.  Each senior citizen senior was provided 
health services at the Punongbayan Federation where the free service was held every 
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55 “Mga Senior Citizen at Mga May-ari ng Botika, Pinulong” (Senior Citizens and Owners of Drugstore 





Wednesday. 56   On January 30, 2000, Mrs. Platon initiated another project where 
senior citizens and everyone in the barangay who needed medical attention would be 
given free medical check-ups.57  As is commonly practiced, she would provide food 
and snacks to her staff for each day of the activities, as well as to those patients who 
were in the clinic during lunch.  In this occasion, Mrs. Platon was described as a 
person with kagandahang loob (a good inner being).58  Such official services were 
also translated into a non-official relationship between a daughter and parents as 
indicated below: 
Halus maluha ang mga Senior Citizen sa tinamo nilang libreng 
gamutan, libreng gamut, at libreng tanghalian na kaloob ni Mam Bess 
sa kanyang itinuturing na mga Tatay at Inay. Namumutawi sa mga 
labi ng mga senior citizen na sana’y humaba ang buhay ng kagaya 
nina Mam Bess at Mayor Platon na talaga namang hindi matatawaran 
ang kanilang pagtingin sa mga may edad.  
[The senior citizens were almost in tears because of the free medical 
service, free medicine, and free lunch that are given by Madam Bess.  
She treats the senior citizens as her father and mother.  The senior 
citizens hope that people like Madame Bess and Mayor Platon would 
live long lives because of how they treat the elderly.]59
 
The medical services initiated by Platon continued during Corona’s 
administration.  In connection with the celebration of the Week of Senior Citizens for 
the month of October, a medical and dental mission was held on October 10, 2002 for 
the senior citizens.  Doctors and dentists attending mission came from the Tanauan 
Medical Society, Provincial Health Office, Provincial Health Extension Office, 
Municipal Health Officers (MHO) of different towns in the province of Batangas, and 
officers of the City Health Office.  Similar to Mrs. Platon, the wife of Corona, Mrs. 
                                                 
56 “Libreng Gamutan” (Free Medical Check-up), Tanauan Muna Balita, October–December 1999 
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58  Ibid. 





Marlyn Corona, together with the Rotary Club of Metro Tanauan, Jollibee, Chow 
King, McDonald’s, and La Tondeña provided food and drinks for the mission.60
 
Job Opportunities or Trabaho 
 
Paghahandog can be practiced as a form of job provision.  For example, 
employment could be offered through the “good will” (magandang loob) of the mayor 
for the development of skills and work-opportunities especially among the youth.61  
Another way is that the source of provision is the employer himself who is thus seen 
as manifesting the same form of magandang loob in helping the city and the people to 
upgrade their financial capability and personal skills.  Employment opportunities are 
published in the local newspapers every now and then.  Such information is produced 
in a way that it is framed as a paghahandog by the local government to the people 
through the companies involved in the job provision.  
On December 7, 1999, a group of officers from Amkor Annam Pilipinas held 
interviews for an opening of twenty-four positions.  From the published information 
in the newspaper, emphasis on certain words or aspects, such as “perseverance” 
(pagtitiyaga) and the officials of the Public Employment Service Office and 
Manpower’s Planning Office’s “ability to provide (makapagbigay)” people the 
opportunity to be employment, gives readers the image of a city government that has 
magandang loob.  What is highlighted, in other words, is the paghahandog effect of 
magandang loob: “…na nagtiyagang makapagbigay ng pagkakataon sa mga Taga-
                                                 
60 “Medical at Dental Mission Handog sa Senior Citizen” (Mission of Medical and Dental, A Gift for 
the Senior Citizens), Tan-aw, September–October 2002. 
61 Various efforts were manifested by the local government, such as providing job information in fast 
food chains and implementing recruitment of employment by its Barangay Livelihood and 
Employment Office.  See “Greenwich sa Tanauan, Nagbukas na, Trabaho Naman para sa mga Taga-
Tanauan” (Greenwich in Tanauan Opened, Jobs for the People of Tanauan), Tanauan Muna Balita, 
October–December 1999; “Barangay Livelihood and Employment Officer (BLEO) Meron na” 






Tanauan na mapabilang sa magtatrabaho sa Amkor Annam Pilipinas” [...who 
worked hard to give the opportunity to people from Tanauan to work at Amkor 
Annam Pilipinas].62
In a post-renovation opening of Jollibee, a fast food chain, on October 12, 
1999, Mayor Platon was invited as the guest of honor.  In his speech, he thanked 
Jollibee for providing employment opportunities to the youth and the company’s 
strong participation in the city community.63  The news is bannered as: “Pagbabasbas 
ng Jollibee, Tanauan” or “The Blessing of Tanauan Jollibee.”  “Basbas” refers to 
blessing (noun) and “pagbabasbas” is an act of blessing (noun). 
The availability of employment from the fast food chain can be interpreted in 
two ways.  The first is that the establishment of a franchise of a fast food chain 
enhanced the image of Tanauan in development when it became a city in 2001.  The 
second is that the vision to make Tanauan a city, which was pioneered by Platon 
himself, has brought more job opportunities, thus paving the way for a better quality 
of life to the people of Tanauan.  Thus, the employment opportunity through the 
“blessing” of Platon to initiate the city project would be referred to as a “basbas” 
rather than just any kind of developmental policy pursued by the local government (or 
the mayor).  It is manifested in the localized idiom of paghahandog vis-à-vis official 
projects. “Basbas” is associated with the magandang loob of the mayor through the 
employer’s provision of jobs.   
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Public Meetings and Speeches 
 
Similarly, the intermixing of the official and non-official in paghahandog is 
demonstrated in my field research on public meetings.  I was able to attend three 
official meetings where paghahandog was involved.  One took place in the city hall 
and another two were held in Barangay Gonzales.  Each meeting ended with 
paghahandog given by the local government to those who participated in the meetings 
and associated projects.64
The first meeting was held on February 8, 2005 in the Tanauan City Hall and 
was attended by the Farmers Associations of Tanauan City.  It was conducted for 
three purposes.  The first was to promote Tanauan’s City Character program, a local 
government project to promote Tanauan as a city with its own character, which was to 
be carried out by, among other things, the revival of lost local cultural practices.  
Guests from various sectors of the community were invited, including teachers, the 
chairman of the Public Market, and former police officials.  The second purpose was 
to establish the farmer’s federation.  Thirty barangays, each with its own farmer’s 
association, were to be united to form a Farmer’s Federation.  Finally, the actual 
demonstration of paghahandog was made in the distribution of pesticide sprayers to 
each of the barangay representatives—the third purpose of the meeting.65   
Interestingly, the initiators of the project of pesticide sprayers were made 
known vividly through the speeches:    
The Emcee: Iyon nga pala ho, kaya ho tayo ay nagkaroon ng ganitong 
proyekto dahil ho ito ay sa inisyatibo ni councilor (Manolito) “Lito” 
Javier.  Siya ho ang nagsabi noon sa akin na budgetan itong pesticides 
sprayer na ito.  So kaya ho sa pamamagitan ho niya ay dinala ho natin 
ang request kay mayor tapos ho sa sanggunian, at ito naman ho ay 
nabudgetan.  Kaya ho magpasalamat ho tayo sa kanya dahil siya ho 
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ang nag-, kumbaga ay nagpasimuno para magkaroon tayo ng 
ganitong proyekto, pesticides sprayer. 
[The Emcee: By the way, we have this project because of the initiative 
of councilor (Manolito) “Lito” Javier.  He told me to find a budget for 
this pesticide sprayer.  It’s through him that we brought this request to 
the mayor and then to the council, and this received a budget.  So we 
thank him because he started this project.] 
 
In another speech made by a councilor, emphasis was made on the 
demonstration of paghahandog through past events in order to emphasize the present 
event of paghahandog: 
Councilor Wilfredo Luna: Noon pong mga nakaraang taon o buwan, 
si konsehal Javier po at ako po ay hindi nakasama doon sa kanyang 
mga pamimigay ng mga fruit bearing trees, gaya ng mga mangga.  
Iyan po ay ating pinamimigay sa ating magsasaka.  At sana naman po 
ay patuloy nating, bilang narito kayo, mga opisyales ng barangay, 
mga pangulo ng farmers association, ay tayo po ay maging gabay sa 
ating mga magsasaka, sa ating mga nasasakupang barangay.  At kami 
po naman, nanunungkulan sa lungsod, ay laging kaagapay ninyo o 
kaakibat sa ating pagpapaunlad sa ating mga magsasaka dito sa 
nasasakupan ng lungsod ng Tanauan. 
[Councilor Wilfredo Luna: In the past years or months, councilor 
(Manolito) Javier and I weren’t able to join the giving of fruit bearing 
trees, like mango.  We give that to our farmers.  Since you are here, 
the barangay officials, presidents of farmers associations, let’s 
continue to be a guide to our farmers.  And for us, who are in office in 
the city, we are always with you in the development of our farmers 
here in the city of Tanauan.] 
 
In a speech made by the Vice Mayor, paghahandog was further associated 
with the distinctive respect given to the farmers: 
Vice Mayor: Kaugnay naman po dito sa atin ay mayroon po naman 
continuous program.  Ibig sabihin, tuloy-tuloy na programa ang ating 
pamahalaang lungsod sa pamamagitan po ng ating departamento ng 
agriculture upang sa ganon ay bigyang muli natin ng pansin, maibalik 
po natin ang tunay na pinagkakakitaan ng mga taga-rito po sa 
lungsod ng Tanauan.  Na kayo po yata ay nakakalimutan natin na 
ang buhay talaga ng mga taga-Tanauan ay sa agrikultura.  Naging 
lungsod lamang, kinalimutan na ang pagsasaka.  Kaya po’y 
bibigyan natin ng pansin dahil kailangang-kailangan po natin sa 
pagkakataon at panahong ito.  Kaya po sa mga maliliit na bagay na 
ganito, umaasa po kami na muli nating ibubuhayin, ibabalik para po 
sa patuloy na pag-unlad ng ating mahal na lungsod.  Magandang 





[Vice Mayor:  In regard to this (establishment of a farmers’ 
federation), we also have a continuous program.  This means that the 
programs of the city government are continuous through the 
Department of Agriculture so that we can take into consideration, and 
we can bring back the true source of income of the people of Tanauan.  
Perhaps you forget that the real life of Tanauan is through 
agriculture.  We forgot about farming just because we have 
become a city.  You have been taken into consideration because we 
really need you this time.  So for these small things (the sprayers 
given to the federation), we expect that we can resurrect and bring this 
back for the development of our beloved city.  Good morning and 
thank you to all of you.] 
 
Through these speeches and events of a public/official nature, a sort of non-
official activity but political nonetheless, the paghahandog, was carried out in order to 
associate the politicians with the interests of the people.  This demonstration of 
paghahandog is neither simply to court the support of the farmers, nor is it an 
expression of political ambitions by accumulating more power and resources for 
future contests.  The way I understood it, the politicians at the meeting realized that to 
stay in politics, or remain a politician, one needs to demonstrate one’s presence and 
self-respect through public activities.  On one hand, by mentioning the past memory 
of the paghahandog and the emphasis on the paghahandog provider, such actions 
serve as an effective proof or making-present of a politician’s will and effort to 
provide tulong to the farmers.  On the other hand, the delivery of speeches in which 
the farmer’s importance is highlighted, as would be expected in such meetings, is 
conducted through the linguistic emphasis on forms of respect and the repeated 
association of farmers with the word “po.”  “Po” or “ho” is an honorific particle 
usually employed by a younger speaker before the elderly, or superiors.  It is used to 
show respect and appreciation to a person or to a group of people.  More than that, 
such official meetings are to be made in an unofficially-oriented manner in order to 





must necessarily manifest their magandang loob (good inner being) to the people 
through paghahandog (gift).   
Another public meeting was held for the fishermen about the status of Taal 
Lake on March 16-17, 2005.  The seminar, as it was called this time, was conducted 
with the help of the officials of BFAR-Ambulong, held at the Tanauan School of 
Fisheries and Barangay Gonzales.  The seminar was largely a lecture on ways to 
improve fishing skills and enhance public knowledge not just about fishing but also 
the condition of Taal Lake, wind directions and seasons, and the laws and regulations 
pertaining to this activity.  
In this seminar, paghahandog was provided.  The first was in the form of 
meryenda (coffee break) provided in the middle of the lecture, during which the 
audience was given biscuits and drinks (such as Lemon Square Ube Cake and Sweet-
O Orange Juice).  Such action was to demonstrate appreciation for the attendance at 
the seminar and, more importantly, the attitude of being maasikaso (showing care) to 
the people on the part of the city government.  The seminar was then followed by a 
simple ceremony held in the barangay where forty fishermen received eighty pieces 
of fishing nets (designed to catch tilapia) and one fishing boat from City 
Agriculturalist Engracia G. Platon, who implemented the project with the help, or in 
the local word, the biyaya (blessing), of city Mayor Corona.  One interesting 
observation is that the recipients of the nets were required to pay a nominal amount of 
P20.00 for each net.66   
As reported by the Tan-aw newspaper, the concepts of tulong (help), biyaya, 
and basbas (or blessing) were stressed in order to highlight the paghahandog effects 
of the mayor and the city government.   
                                                 





Ika-17 ng Marso ng isa na namang tulong/biyaya ang natanggap ng 
mga residente ng barangay Gonzales mula sa Pamahalaang Lungsod 
ng Tanauan./ Sa isang simpleng seremonyang ginanap sa barangay, 
buong kagalakang tinanggap ng apatnapung (40) mangingisda ang 
mga lambat buhat kay City Agriculturalist Engracia G. Platon na 
siyang tagapagtaguyod ng proyekto sa ilalim ng basbas ni Punong 
lungsod Alfredo C. Corona.  Bago ang paggawad ay binigyang diin 
muna ni Mrs. Platon ang kahalagahan ng pagtutulungan at patuloy na 
komunikasyon ng mga magsasaka at ng pamahalaang lungsod. 
[On 17 March, another help/blessing has been received by the 
residents of barangay Gonzales from the city government of Tanauan.  
/ In a simple ceremony held in the barangay, forty fishermen happily 
received the nets from City Agriculturalist Engracia G. Platon, who 
implemented the project with the blessing of city head Alfredo C. 
Corona.  Before the granting of the nets, Mrs. Platon stressed the 
importance/value of help and the continued communication between 
the farmers and the city government.]67
 
On April 19, 2005, Mayor Corona, Vice Mayor Trinidad, and Councilors 
Julius Cesar Platon II and Francisca Querrer, and the city government launched 
50,000 seedlings of tilapia (a type of fresh water fish bred from Nile perch), 50,000 
karpa, and 15,000 bangus in Barangays Ambulong, Bañadero, Gonzales, Wawa, Bo-
ot, and Maria Paz.  The Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources has also donated 
20,000 seedlings of tilapia under the supervision of the Fisheries Research Station of 
Barangay Ambulong, Tanauan City.  From Barangay Ambulong, city officials 
traversed Taal Lake and launched the seedlings in five coastal barangays.  A small 
program was held at Sitio Mahabang Buhangin to commemorate the signing of the 
Memorandum of Agreement by barangay officials and the Association of Small 
Fishermen of the Barangay to prohibit illegal fishing and to implement laws in regard 
to the fishing industry.68  
The way the tulong (help) was put forward in the speech made by the vice 
mayor demonstrated another way that politics is practiced in Tanauan.  In the vice 
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mayor’s speech on the issues of the development of eco-tourism in Taal Lake and the 
concern of the fishermen on the possible damage that would be caused to their 
livelihood, he emphasized the concept of tulong in a reciprocal manner.  To him, the 
success of the projects does not ultimately depend on the local government but on the 
tulong of the fishermen in preserving (or cleaning) the lake.  Throughout his speech, 
he was careful not to use any words that would spell “forcing” the fishermen to accept 
the project.   
Iyan ay sa pag-aalaga din.  Hindi naman ho pupwede na ang katwiran 
_____ kapwa na nakita na mayroon tayong mga ganyan, ang gusto 
lagi ay makalamang sa ating mga kasama na _____ hindi maganda 
_____.  Kaya po ang aming pagtulong, sa inyo rin ho nakasalalay.  
Nakikita namin na tinutulungan ang mga sarili niyo, gusto niyong 
tulungan ang mga barangay niyo, sino pa kami lalo iyan pati natutuwa 
dahil alam namin na dapat karapat-dapat tulungan ang mga taong 
marunong tumulong sa kanilang mga sarili.  
[It’s also up to the way we take care of it.  We can’t give the reason 
that _____ we just want to have more than our fellowman.  Our help 
also depends on you.  If we see that you help yourselves, we’re happy 
because we know that you deserve our help.]69
 
The speech was also delivered to show the sympathy and the sincerity of the 
local government in launching the project for the people at large: 
Tungkol naman po sa sinabi ni Doc Aris, siguro ho ay nakita naman 
natin na ______ maliit na isda dito po ay makakaasa po kayo na 
_____ mahihirapan na ipaliwanag _____.  Kaya mapapakiusap natin 
sa mga _____, tayo naman pare-pareha ay nag-aaksaya ng panahon, 
nagsasayang na rin tayo ng oras, ang iba sa atin ay may mga lakad na 
iniwan natin para lamang dumalo sa ganitong programa.  Sana 
naman ang pagdalo natin, _____, isapuso natin.  Ibig pong sabihin, 
tayo po mismo ang magbigay buhay sa mga bagay na ito kasi kung 
wala hong kikilos sa atin, sa kasalukuyang pagkakataon, lalo ho 
tayong mahihirapan.  Hindi ho namin maaaring kami mismo o ako 
mismo _____ kami’y wala rito sa baybayin ng lawa ______ concerned 
kami na gumanda ang lawang ito.  Siguro naman mas higit kayo na 
nariritong naninirahan.  Sino daw ang unang magkakaroon, 
magtatamasa ng biyaya para dito?  Di ba kayo ang pinakamalapit, 
kayo ang immediate beneficiary. 
[In regard to what Doc Aris (city veterinarian) said, perhaps we saw 
that _____ small fish here is that you can expect that _____ difficult to 
                                                 





explain _____.  So we can ask the _____, we are all wasting our time 
here.  Some of us have appointments that we left behind just to attend 
this program.  Hopefully, our attendance ______, let’s take this to 
heart.  This means that we should be the ones to give life to these 
things because if none of us would take action in the present 
opportunity, we would experience more difficulty in the long run.  It’s 
not up to us because we’re not here in the lakeside.  We are just 
concerned to make this lake beautiful.  You have more to gain because 
you live here.  Who would get the primary benefits?  You are the 
immediate beneficiaries.] 
 
Through the emphasis on the busy schedule of each official and their 
perseverance in attending the program of the MOA signing, the speech expresses the 
sympathy and sincerity of the politicians concerning the success of the project. Thus 
the stress on acting through the goodness of loob in the words isapuso natin (let us 
take to heart) as a demonstration of sincerity and honesty.  One might say that such 
speeches are rhetorical and are one way in which politicians are able to conceal their 
vested interests. There might be some truth in it, as the conventional political studies 
would argue.  Nonetheless, my research on these public events and public speeches 
made by the politicians reveal that politicians do engage with ordinary people through 
the demonstration of mabait (good) and magandang loob (good inner being).  To 
accomplish this requires the intermingling of the official (e.g., local programs and 
projects) and non-official (the moral, personal, cultural entity of gifts) types of 
political engagements through paghahandog and tulong.   
The manifestation of paghahandog is intertwined with other local cultural 
practices.  Prior to giving a speech at a Christmas party for senior citizens, Platon 
asked for permission to do a mano po (mano is the Spanish word for “hand”).  In the 
Filipino context, this is a way of greeting one’s elders.  There is no direct translation 
for the concept, but according to local media, it is translated as paghahalik ng kamay 
or kissing of the (elders’) hand.  However, in the Tanauan context (which is usually 





usually involves two parties where one is more senior (in age) than the other, and the 
younger would take the hand of the older person and put it on his/her forehead.  The 
meaning behind mano po is to obtain a blessing from the senior person and at the 
same time, it is a sign of respect.  Platon understood the effects of this practice very 
well since this act of humility portrayed him as a lowly, ordinary person.  At the end 
of the celebration, Platon provided (pinagkalooban) meryenda (coffee break or 
snacks) at Jollibee, a Filipino fast food chain. There he also offered marriage contract 
services for senior citizens whose marriages had not been registered, and financial 
assistance (pera, money) to the senior citizens, and those who owned lands.70  
The discussions in this chapter are not meant to conclude that conventional 
studies about patron-client ties, and machine/clientilist politics are incorrect or that the 
practices observed in such politics are not present as well in Tanauan City.  However, 
my research on paghahandog and tulong (help) reveals there are other values at play 
such as the moral strictures of being mabait and having magandang loob that are quite 
pervasive in the everyday relations between the politicians and ordinary people.  As 
indicated in the above examples of paghahandog, a gift is a symbolic gesture or a 
show of good will (magandang loob) by politicians to the people in need.  The 
relations between politicians and their constituents do comprise these cultural values 
besides instrumentalist political interests.  An observer can readily see these values in 
action beginning at the top or public level all the way down to the individual (i.e., 
private) gestures of politicians.  At the public level, paghahandog is always 
publicized in the local newspaper through the showcasing of the mayor’s acts of 
distributing material necessities to the needy.  Official meetings on local projects and 
non-official gestures of gift-giving are always intermixed in the realm of politics.  At 
                                                 






the individual level, a politician associates with the ordinary people through 
paghahandog on special occasions, or through non-official means, such as during the 
anniversary of an association, ceremonial days, and the like. This function of 
paghahandog at this level is not seen as official but as deriving from the “good will” 
(magandang loob) of a person.   
 
Concluding Remarks: A Blurring of the Boundaries of Politics 
 
From the above descriptions of social and political events, it is not difficult to 
imagine that many politicians in the Philippines in general and Tanauan City in 
particular would have difficulty fitting the conventional categories of “political 
families,” “factions,” “machine politics,” and “strongmen.”  This is not to deny that 
Tanauan local politics does not represent any of these frameworks of analysis.  The 
concern is that these studies’ understandings of politicians’ developmental 
contribution to the people are limited within the set parameters of these projects being 
simply the means toward gaining advantage in power struggles among factions, 
professional/machine politicians, and local bosses.  Seldom do these studies recount 
what lies beneath these projects; it is quite rare for these studies to draw attention to 
the politics of culture and to highlight the fact that politicians must necessarily engage 
with popular perceptions of moral politics.  
The hallmark of the patron-client and machine politics models is that there is a 
constant flow of economic or monetary incentives, through parties,71 machines or 
professional leaders, 72  from the dominant municipal and provincial actors, or the 
“above,” to the economically weak or poor masa (masses), the “below.”  Voting by 
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the poor masses according to their dependencies on personal and public favors, as 
distributed by the local liders, makes the dyadic relationship a prominent feature of 
the political structure.  Owing to the Philippines’ cultural values of utang na loob 
(debt of gratitude) and hiya (shame), a political structure of patron-client relations 
becomes prominent.73  As stated by Lande:  
In fact…clientelism is a function of the economic dependency of the 
poor, and will become less widespread as an economy becomes more 
productive and the poor become less dependent on personal or 
governmental patrons.74
 
Sidel goes one step further to claim that strongmen dominate Philippine 
politics.75  Distancing himself from Lande, his alternative approach would be to study 
the “lived experiences”76 of the political leaders and translate these experiences into 
the language of legitimacy that these local leaders interpret for their own ends in 
becoming local bosses/strongmen.  Sidel’s notion of “lived experiences,” however, 
evades the analysis of language, the idioms of consent and legitimacy particularly 
among the audience (the so-called clients, masa, the poor, voters, or ordinary 
people).77  His focus is on what he calls the “macro-sociological conditions…and 
micro-economic conditions” that entrench these local bosses in power. 78  What Sidel 
is referring to are the “conditions of land abundance, dispersed settlement, and 
shifting cultivation” and “kinship reckoned cognatically (bilaterally), and lineage 
ineffective in regulating succession to political leadership.”79  Given such conditions, 
the language of legitimacy of the bosses, in the negotiation of authority, derives from 
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the economic dependency and insecurity of the mass majority.80  More daunting is 
that the provision of goods and services is understood as “personal achievement and 
discretion” of the local bosses.81  
The analyses of tulong (help) and pera (money) in this chapter do seem to 
correspond to the views of patron-client and machine politics frameworks in terms of 
the distribution of public goods and services, as well as the delivery of personal favors 
in the form of monetary incentives, which can be regarded as a form of help to the 
poor through money.  It is in this regard that this chapter has argued for a close 
examination of the nuances of tulong and pera.  We have thus attempted to penetrate 
further into the domain of this material inducement by analyzing the cultural 
dimensions of the concepts of help and money. I have used the Tagalog terms tulong 
and pera, instead of their English counterparts “help” and “money,” in order to better 
associate these terms to the qualities of mabait (good) and magandang loob (good 
will) that should ideally accompany them.  By examining tulong and pera within a 
cluster of related Tagalog values and concepts, they avoid being subsumed into the 
older frameworks of political analysis. 
We have seen in this chapter how the interplay of tulong and pera is 
manifested in four instances.  The first instance concerns the meaning of tulong and 
pera as revolving around the role of the so-called liders.  A lider is considered a sub-
leader or middle person insofar as politicians ask for their assistance to garner more 
votes from the local people.  Chavez and Benedicto can easily be slot into the 
traditional category of liders.  Nonetheless, a detailed study of their experiences and 
the principles of leadership they uphold, reveals that they are neither simply loyal 
followers of a leader, nor do they necessarily engage with their constituents through 
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kinship ties, material rewards, and threats.  Furthermore, their relationship with their 
constituents is not necessarily hierarchical but instead they associate and engage 
themselves with their constituents in a horizontal manner.   
In contrast to Sidel’s treatment of the “lived experiences” of political leaders, 
which denies any analysis of language and the cultural nuances of personal experience 
and instead focuses on “macro-sociological and micro-economic conditions,” the 
treatment in this chapter of Chavez and Benedicto (as well as Kuya Zoilo) has 
attempted to tease out their understanding and deployment of tulong and pera  in 
conjunction with the socially recognized and appreciated values of mabait (good) and 
magandang loob (good will or good inner being).  Acting in their official and non-
official capacities, both Chavez and Benedicto learned that these concepts are not as 
straightforward as they seem to be – the effectiveness of material inducements in 
attracting political support cannot be presumed.  Having learned from their own poor 
backgrounds, the obstacles that they faced and surmounted in their careers, and the 
tulong and pera that they themselves received and appreciated from other leaders, 
they understood the moral dimensions of mabait and magandang loob that ideally 
should be embedded within the functions of tulong and pera.  By living out or 
applying this knowledge, they were able to do politics in a way that was accepted or 
even welcomed by the masa (masses).  
In the analysis herein, it becomes apparent that the politicians were well aware 
of the need to focus on the delivery of developmental projects, which were understood 
in the language of tulong, magandang loob (as mentioned above, good inner being - 
more or less equivalent to mabait), and tao (person).  A politician cannot distance 
himself or herself from the constant flow of encounters with people who are looking 





(pakisama) with the masa.  This is especially important for those politicians who 
attempt to distance themselves from the conventional image of “guns, goons, and 
gold” as stereotypical of Philippine politics.  
The other three instances we have explored in this chapter of the interplay of 
tulong and pera, can be found in the official statements of the local government, at 
funerals, and in the process of gift giving.  An examination of the official 
development discourse extrapolated from Tanauan newspapers reveals that both 
Platon’s and Corona’s styles of politics draw upon the popular understanding of 
pagkatao, particularly its moral dimension.  Rather than slotting their politics in the 
common template of personalism or dyadic ties, we located them in the context of 
tulong and pera. More specifically, we saw how their manner of distributing public 
goods and services manifests a political style that connotes a social idiom of sacrifice, 
morality, sharing, and unselfishness.  In the Tanauan context, the obligation on the 
part of a politician to give or to distribute various forms of help (tulong) to the 
constituents, is interpreted to manifest as willingly giving or extending aid from one’s 
heart (magkaloob); the act of tulong is thus associated with the state of one’s loob, 
one’s puso (heart), and pagmamahal (love).  
In an analysis of political talks in a Cebu radio station, Resil Mojares argues 
that even though the komentaryo (a radio program on political commentaries or “talk” 
programs) is utilized by politicians and political parties to construct a selective 
political discourse to influence the listeners, it nonetheless and at the same time 
“[fosters] a power-gap, an area of uncertainty in which representations and acts of 





to other channels. 82  In the Tanauan context, this “power-gap” is negotiated by the 
actions that operate within a familiar cultural context.  This is not to say that the 
politicians are able to construct a hegemonic “imaginary” and “action” upon the 
popular, but that their rhetoric is negotiated within a popular understanding of good 
governance. 
Throughout the whole time span of the publication and dissemination of 
Tanauan Muna Balita and Tan-aw, their rhetorical production remains almost 
unchanged, despite the changes of administration.  Rather than look merely at top-
down power relations that are subsumed under patron-client ties, our examination of 
this continuous and wide spectrum of engagement in the discourse of moral politics 
reveals that political structures in Tanauan have been the result of negotiated power 
relations from “above” and from “below.” Gift giving or paghahandog, for example, 
is not merely an economic transaction with quantifiable values.  A closer look at the 
social and moral meanings of gift-giving reveals the negotiation of power that flows 
from “above” in an attempt to capture the sentiments from “below” through the  
concept of magandang loob. 
To go back to the patron-client and machine politics models: in them the 
maintenance of political power derives from land ownership by political families or 
the control of political offices as machine politicians, while the bosses subscribe to 
violent means and illegal activities to ward off their potential challengers.  The 
analysis of a funeral in this chapter reveals other, or alternative, dimensions of 
politics, however. A funeral is a political space for politicians to practice their art 
unofficially via their dalaw (visit) and their distribution of tulong or paghahandog.  
The politicians can see the gap between local officialdom and the people.  In order to 
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close this gap, they engage in social events such as funerals.  While it may be true that 
visits to funeral wakes and the provision of public funds and services at such events 
are merely an instrumentalist maneuver by politicians to gain political support, my 
observation of a funeral reveals it to be a cultural space for the communitarian activity 
that politicians deem necessary to perform.  This type of activity provides a chance 
for politicians to deflate perceptions of hierarchy, to show themselves as hindi mataas 
(not arrogant), having pakisama (social mingling), and being persons or tao (person) 
with mabait na loob (good inner being).   
In the traditional literature on Philippine politics, the closest we get to a 
discussion of the “gift” is when this is identified as a form of personal favors, such as 
in the payment to hospitals, personal donations and funds, and the like. 83   
Furthermore, analyses of the allocation of personal funding and services are 
considerably more pronounced during election periods.  The political relationship 
between candidates and voters is simply constructed through dyadic ties.  The “gift” is 
thus broadly defined as an instrumental device that enables politicians to control and 
allocate resources in the struggles for votes and power.  The use of political ideology, 
then, is basically functional in nature, transient, and capital-oriented in such a way 
that the relations between politicians and voters are just reflections of a system of 
commodity exchange. 84   Any ideas and values that relate to cultural identities, 
morality, and status are not treated as important elements in political life.85  In the 
Tanauan context, the deliveries of goods and services, whether they are public or 
personal, and the manifestation of paghahandog, connote a non-mechanical function 
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of giving assistance to the needy.  Such political performances help to close the gap 
between what is referred to as the mayaman (rich) and the mahirap (poor).    
Paghahandog takes many other forms such as the provision of food, medicine, 
employment, and the like.  This complicates the line between official and non-official 
political performances, for the performances of politicians are always couched within 
familiarized local practices of mabait and magandang loob.  In such context, 
politicians attempt neither to show of their ability, or their authority (as “chiefs”), to 
distribute wealth and political largesse, nor to manipulate public funds for personal 
discretion.  Nonetheless, a patron-client or machine politics framework of analysis 
would tend to reduce their behavior to such.  We have tried to highlight, instead, the 
fact that practices of paghahandog are understood in the idiom of having a 
magandang loob (good soul/will).  Through paghahandog, politics is translated from 
a public performance of official activities into an unofficial performance of tulong 
(help) based on sincerity coming from the loob (inner being). 
We have seen in this chapter how local politicians – the liders, the barangay 
councilors, the city councilors, and the mayor – carry out the sociocultural practices 
of tulong and pera, which are necessary for them to engage meaningfully with their 
constituents.  We have seen how these politicians can and do go beyond the more 
conventional understandings of tulong and pera, highlighting instead the moral 
functions that belie these potentially negative notions.   In addition, the sociocultural 
practices of tulong and pera require politicians to subsume their roles as public 
servants within a personalized form of relations, thus blurring the public/private or 
official/non-official dichotomy normally governing the relationship between 










We have so far described how the liders (sub-leaders) understand what politics 
means to their constituents.  We have also discussed the differing styles of politicians 
(i.e., mayors, vice mayors, city councilors) in their production of the discourse of 
developmentalism in local newspaper, public activities, and speeches.  This was 
accomplished through an exploration of the social expressions of tulong (help) and 
pera (money) as well as other social concepts such as mabait (good) and magandang 
loob (good will).  A skeptic might argue that there is no guarantee that the 
developmental discourse emanating from the local government in general, or the 
mayor in particular, is sincere. While we can never fully ascertain the authenticity of 
politicians’ speech, we can nonetheless try to decode the meanings they produce in 
their audiences and the recipients of tulong, i.e., the ordinary people of Tanauan.   
The important question that needs to be raised is how to go about locating and 
identifying the meanings of politics among ordinary people.  It is argued in this 
chapter that while political economy perspectives locate popular politics and political 
culture within a social movement, election, and formal institutions, the discourse of 
emotions that is explored here acknowledges popular politics in the everyday context 
of ordinary people’s interpretation of politics.  More precisely, the goal is to explore 
their political behavior in their own terms, which means taking seriously their 
interpretations of loob and the role of emotions in their judgments about political 
figures.  Such political behavior is manifested beyond formal political institutions and 
election times.  People judge the credibility and approachability of the politician 





encounters with politicians as well as non-politicians. Here the language of emotion 
plays a crucial role. 
This chapter is organized into four parts.  The first part exhibits data gathered 
from the field to identify how ordinary people determine the suitability or eligibility 
of politicians through their gawa (action) and pangako (promise), and the nuances of 
emotion through pakiramdam (feeling) in their manner of making these decisions.  
People engage in scrutiny (pagkikilatis) and calculation (kalkulasyon) and learn that 
politicians normally prove themselves through their actions (gawa) and fulfillment of 
promises (pangako).  Actions and promises are, however, insufficient bases for 
making judgments about politicians.  Therefore, it is also pakiramdam that people 
reckon, emotionally, as another basis with which to scrutinize politicians. 
The second part of the chapter explores what the social practices of utang na 
loob (debt of gratitude) mean to ordinary people.  This part helps us to understand the 
difference between the economic utang (debt) and the non-economic and emotional 
loob, and highlights the fact that in the ordinary people’s idiom of utang na loob, it is 
the state of loob (inner being) that they “feel” in relation to the politicians, i.e., 
whether their loob is “harmonized” with the politician and vice-versa.  This then 
brings us to the next set of social idioms, that of being malapit (near) or malayo 
(distant): the feeling of closeness or aloofness between loob.  
The above two parts so far indicate the bases of scrutiny by ordinary people of 
“others,” i.e, the politicians, but not of their own selves.  So what exactly are the bases 
of scrutiny about the “self”?  How is the loob felt and cultivated?  This brings us to 
our third part, which is the exploration of the bases for scrutiny of the self (sarili): the 
notion of lakaran (to walk on, or journey) and sariling sikap (self help or being 





These concepts will be used in later sections to show how they are the basic 
localized units employed in judging how politics should be and should not be “done.”  
This brings us to the fourth part, which tries to identify the popular meaning of 
politics.  Politics is literally translated as pulitika.  However, in the Philippine context, 
pulitika is not politics.1  It does not share the definition of politics in terms of public 
life and democratic consensus.   In view of this, the latter part of the chapter looks at 
how ordinary people interpret pulitika.   
 
The Bases of Judging Politicians 
Pagkikilatis/Kalkulasyon Through Gawa/Pangako 
Ate : You will see (makikita).  Like me, I scrutinize (kinikilatis) a 
candidate if he/she can do (magagawa) something good.  You know 
[from] their faces (mukha).  You know if someone can do something or 
not.  It’s difficult to guess. / Like Corona, you know that he is a good 
(mabait) man.  You know it in his face (sa pagmumukha niya, kilala 
mo).  If, when you approach (paglapit) him and he’s hot tempered 
(masungit), no one will vote for him.  But a lot of people did.  He won.  
If a candidate promises (mangangako) to do something but doesn’t 
keep those promises, no one will vote for that candidate again.2
 
Maximo Catapang: There are many fakers (mapagkunwari). 
Sometimes, when you meet, you think they’re sincere (talagang 
totoong-totoo). Of course, you would be able to see (nahahalata) 
which one is a good person (magaling na tao) and which is not. / You 
would base (babatayan) it on the kind of actions (galaw) they do.3
 
Kuya Kano: You can see (makikita) it in their actions (gawa).  Don’t 
believe in promises (pangako) because they mean nothing.  If a 
promise is made today, it’ll be gone tomorrow.  It’s like a promise of 
love just to get a kiss in return, right?  The man says to the woman, I 
love you very much today – just today – but not tomorrow.  Isn’t that 
how you court someone?4
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As we can see in the above statements, kilatis (scrutiny) and kalkulasyon 
(calculation) serve as the twin bases for discerning and judging the moral fabric of a 
leader - in this case, the mayor.  Ordinary people’s calculations are not made 
irrationally or in a sloppy fashion, but are arrived upon through actions (gawa) that 
can be seen (kita) and pangako (promises) that can be heard.  The judgment 
concerning the intentions of the superordinates is made concrete by reading their 
bodily gestures and facial expressions (pagmumukha).  The scrutiny is directed 
toward the leader’s loob and is expressed in the description of the qualities of a 
human being – whether he is a good person (mabait/magaling na tao), hot tempered 
(masungit) or a fake (mapagkunwari).   
The way ordinary people scrutinize their politicians usually involves the 
latter’s bodily gestures.  The state of loob is associated with expressions in the face 
(mukha).  Leonardo N. Mercado extends the concept of loob to include the self (sarili) 
and the body (katawan).5  To Mercado, loob is a “holistic model of the body” for it 
manifests itself in a particular part of the body or in the whole. The expressions from, 
and gestures of, the body represents the loob of a person.  Mercado further indicates 
that in the Filipino context, the connection between the body and the loob constitutes 
the consciousness of the self of a person – the sarili.  This manifestation of a person’s 
loob through bodily gestures represents a person’s self (sarili) as a human being.  The 
sarili is the holistic body of a person, similar to the loob of a person.6  In other words, 
the loob represents the whole body of a person that constitutes the self/sarili. The 
mukha, as expressed in the interview above, is connected to the loob of a person: 
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“Like Corona, you know that he is a good (mabait) man.  You know it in his face (sa 
pagmumukha niya, kilala mo).”  What ordinary people see in or feel about someone’s 
mukha is just another way of understanding or feeling the loob of that person and the 
associated sarili of that person.  The reading of mukha helps to identify the goodness 
or badness of a person’s loob, the nature of that person’s sarili.  
Arguably, the politician can enhance his/her image by making promises 
(pangako).  However, people know that politicians’ pangako may be made to simply 
“court” the voters.  This is indicated in Kuya Kano’s statement concerning the 
metaphor that giving promises is similar to courting a woman: promises are mere 
rhetoric.  The interviews given by Ate and Kuya Kano refer to the campaign period 
where there was a possibility that the promises given by a candidate would not be 
kept and also that promises were uncertain for they were merely ad hoc strategies by 
politicians to gain support.  The conversation below, although discussed in the 
previous chapter, may also be interpreted in another way to showcase the expression 
of non-sincere pangako in pulitika:  
Lady: Iboboto mo sila eh.  Pag nakalabas na sila, wala na.  
[You’ll have to vote for them.  After it’s finished, nothing.] 
 
Tatay Erning: Pag nanalo sila, batiin mo [at] hindi ka babatiin.  
[Laughs]   Wala na, eh tapos na ang eleksyon eh.  [Laughs] 
 
[When they win and you greet them, they won’t greet you back.  
There’s no need, the elections are finished.]7  
 
As indicated by the interview with Tatay Erning, it is common that a candidate 
would use pangako to court votes but this has nothing to do with the people’s welfare.  
This is to say that in election times, any pangako that is manifested by a candidate 
could immediately be suspected of being just a political ploy.  In this context, the 
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judgment would be severe if the loob of that particular politician (that is, his sarili) is 
tainted with impurities such as mapagkunwari, masungit, or if he is aloof and 
snobbish (hindi ka babatiin, won’t greet you).   
There is an intermixing of private and public space in ordinary people’s 
judgments about a leader’s gawa (activity, deed).  In order for the gawa to be 
appreciated or felt, a leader is required to have a sincere loob.  The mayor’s gawa as 
indicated in the interview above is appreciated only when the loob of a person is 
scrutinized, whether he or she is a good person (mabait/magaling na tao), or hot-
tempered person (masungit) or a faker/deceiver (mapagkunwari).  Therefore, a gawa 
is just a mechanical action, occurring in the realm of formal politics, i.e., public life, 
local development.  It remains as the emotionless gawa that can only be seen (kita) 
but not felt.   To appreciate the gawa, this has to be scrutinized according to whether 
or not there is an association of the loob with the gawa.  When this connection is 
achieved, then gawa becomes tulong, the public activity becomes linked to the state 
of a person’s loob, i.e., whether it is mabait (good), masungit (crabby), mapagkunwari 
(deceptive), or talagang totoong-totoo (truly true, sincere). This calculation causes the 
dichotomy between the public and the private to collapse.   
This brings us back to our analysis of tulong in the previous chapter, where the 
political styles in the Tanauan context are seen to be more than just the delivery of the 
gawa by politicians.  These politicians are expected to manifest their mabait quality 
and magandang loob through the act of tulong or magkaloob.  As indicated 
previously, there is a blurring between the official position of a politician and the non-
official status of a person.  Politician always seem to be mixing up their personal-
cum-moral qualities as a person (tao) with their public activities as a politician 





(expressed as tulong) in public projects such barangay roads, scholarship provision, 
etc. accompanied by their sensitivity to the local interpretation of paghahandog and 
tulong.  The gawa is not limited to the election period but is “performed” in an 
unofficial manner during everyday activities, such as the intermixing between 
public/private messages, the constant inclusion of the ordinary people in public 
activities, and the continuous involvement of public servants in the realm of people’s 
everyday lives such as funerals, job provision, food delivery, and medical welfare.  
Hence, making a decision based on a politician’s pangako is never sufficient 
in ordinary people’s perception.  As indicated above, rather than rely on a politician’s 
pangako, people judge the politician through the gawa and bodily gestures (as a 
representation of the sarili).  Gawa will not be appreciated if the loob of the politician 
is tainted with insincerity.  The ability to scrutinize a person’s loob through gawa can 
only be reached when both their loob correspond with each other, or in ordinary 
people’s language, when they “feel” (nararamdaman) the loob.  We now turn to 
feelings as an emotional basis for judging a politician’s loob.   
 
Pagkikilatis/Kalkulasyon Through Feeling and Loob 
Early on, we discussed the sarili and the loob that constitute the holistic body 
of a person, or one’s personality (pagkatao).  We also discussed the fact that ordinary 
people judge politicians by scrutinizing their gawa (actions), looking out for that 
quality of magandang loob that constitutes the sincerity of the politician’s gawa or 
pangako.  What we have discussed in connection with gawa/pangako, however, are 
the bases of judging the leader from outside.  In this section, we explore ordinary 
people’s pakiramdam as the emotional basis for their scrutiny of the leader’s loob 





Catherine A. Lutz and Lila Abu-Lughod have put emphasis on the study of the 
discourse of emotion in the analysis of social life.8   Emotions are to be studied in a 
discourse (through an interpretative approach) where they are presumed to be part of 
“a culturally constituted self, positioned in the nexus [between] personal and social 
worlds.” 9   The culturally and socially constructed emotions allow a person to 
negotiate the self within the social structures that shape the moral fabric of what-
should-be and what-should-not-be within social relations.10   Viewed in this light, 
perhaps pakiramdam (feeling) can be regarded as an emotion, no doubt culturally and 
socially constructed, that allows ordinary people to negotiate their selves in a complex 
political and social situation, by enabling them to penetrate and judge the loob of their 
politicians. 
According to Katrin de Guia, pakiramdam is different from mere “feeling.”  
Pakiramdam in Filipino terminology connotes the nuance of “knowing through 
feeling.”11  To know through feeling requires a sense of connectedness, which she 
refers to as the understanding from experiences.12  This sentiment of pakiramdam, 
which also means “feeling for another” 13  or “shared inner perception” 14  directs 
ordinary people to make fundamental choices in support of the “elites” or otherwise, 
                                                 
8 Catherine A. Lutz and Lila Abu-Lughod, “Introduction: Emotion, Discourse, and the Politics of 
Everyday Life,” in Language and the Politics of Emotion, eds. Catherine A. Lutz and Lila Abu-Lughod  
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 1-23.  For a genealogy of the literature on emotion 
within the discipline of anthropology, see Catherine Lutz and Geoffrey White, “The Anthropology of 
Emotions,” Annual Review of Anthropology 15 (1986): 405-436.  See also Catherine Lutz, “Emotion, 
Thought, and Estrangement: Emotion as a Cultural Category,” Cultural Anthropology 1, 3 (1986): 287-
309 for a thorough review on the studies of emotion and its tendencies of orientation towards a 
positivist and Western oriented approach in Western anthropological studies.  
9  Lutz and Abu-Lughod, 4; Lutz and White, 417. See also for example Arjun Appadurai, 
“Topographies of the Self: Praise and Emotion in Hindu India,” in Language and the Politics of 
Emotion, eds. Catherine A. Lutz and Lila Abu-Lughod (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 
92-112. 
10 Lutz and White, 418. 
11 Katrin de Guia, Kapwa: The Self in the Other (Quezon City: Anvil Publishing, 2005), 226. 
12 Ibid.  
13 See Glossary, Guia, 376. 
14 Grace H. Aguiling-Dalisay, Jay A. Yacat, Atoy M. Navarro, Extending the Self: Volunteering as 
Pakikipagkapwa (Quezon City: Center for Leadership, Citizenship and Democracy, National College 





and serves as a tool to detect the characteristics of a good leader.  In the Tanauan 
context, most informants perceive the loob as intimately connected with notions of 
leadership.  Their political support is negotiated through the idiom of “feeling” or 
“feeling for another” (noun: damdam or pakiramdam).  
Tito Alfredo: Depende kung magandang loob ang aming natatanggap 
sa kanila. Syempre, doon kami naniniwala sa kanila./ Syempre, 
kailangan kilalanin natin ang loob niya ay nasasaloob din natin. / Aba, 
pagka ang isang kandidato’y nagawa ng kabutihan, lalo’t galing sa 
masamang panahon, aba’y komo iyong kahirapan namin, magaling 
iyon.  Makakapiling iyon sa buhay namin.15
[It depends if we accept them (the leaders) with their inner being. Of 
course, we’ll support them. / Of course, we need to know that his 
intentions are also our intentions. / If a candidate does a good deed, 
especially during bad times (or season), in fact just like the time when 
we were in hardship, that person is good and able. We will treasure 
him in our lives.] 
 
Maximo Catapang: What kind of person [pagkatao] he is, if he is only 
bluffing [nambobola] or not.  Of course, you would feel [or to be 
felt/to be detected] [mararamdaman at mararamdaman] what kind of 
person he is.16
 
Kuya Omay: Sonia lost [in the 2004 elections] because she gave 
money, but the people did not like her. [Nagbigay siya ng pera sa mga 
tao pero hindi siya gusto ng mga tao]. People want sincerity, 
genuineness that comes from the heart [sa puso] [tapping his hand on 
his chest].17
 
The gawa (action) of the politician is not complete as tulong (help) if there is 
an absence of consonance between the loob of the politician and the people or if the 
state of people’s loob (inner being) is not in agreement with the state of the 
politician’s loob.  According to Mercado, a person’s sarili (self) is confined within the 
consciousness of others.  Thus, a person’s sarili, which can be manifested through 
bodily gestures, is always connected to others.  In other words, sacrificing oneself for 
                                                 
15 Tito Alfredo (farmer from Barangay Banyadero, a neighboring barangay of Gonzales), interview by 
author, 23 May 2005, Barangay Banyadero, Tanauan City. 
16 Maximo Catapang (fisherman), interview by author, 24 February 2005, Barangay Gonzales, Tanauan 
City. 






others is the fulfillment of the whole self.18   The identification of a good person 
(mabait/magaling na tao), a hot-tempered person (masungit) or a deceiver 
(mapagkunwari) comes about when the loob of a person, or a person’s sarili, is able 
to connect to another person’s loob or sarili and thereby make a judgment. Thus a 
mabait/magaling na tao (kind hearted person) is a person who is able to manifest 
tulong (instead of the emotionless/mechanical gawa), or in other words to sacrifice 
himself to the welfare of another person with a sincere loob.  In this context, both the 
loob of the provider of tulong and the recipient of tulong are connected, or “able to be 
felt” (nararamdaman). 
Let us turn to the first interview above with Tito Alfredo, who says: “If a 
candidate does a good deed, especially during bad times (or season), in fact just like 
the time when we were in hardship, that person is good and able. We will treasure him 
in our lives.” Here we encounter a candidate who is credited with genuine tulong 
because of the extraordinary circumstances (the bad times) in which he delivered his 
help to people like Tito Alfredo who were experiencing hardship.  The latter’s 
feelings of appreciation is expressed in “Makakapiling iyon sa buhay namin” (We will 
treasure him in our lives). Prior to these statements about the good candidate, 
however, Tito Alfredo refers to “the need for us to recognize that his loob is also 
appreciated by us (or, literally, “his loob is also in our loob”) (“kailangang kilalanin 
natin na ang loob niya ay nasasaloob din natin.”) .  If a leader who is considered to 
have magandang loob, then his/her loob is felt by the people, and vice versa, i.e., if 
the leader tends to engage in pambobola, bluffing, it’s because his/her loob is in 
accordance with the people’s.  






 In the second interview, with Maximo Catapang, the negative loob of a 
politician, in the context of his bluffing (nambobola), is able to be felt again and 
again, “mararamdaman at mararamdaman.” The intentions of a leader with a bad 
loob can be acutely sensed or felt.  Kuya Omay’s speeches share the same feeling that 
a politician is judged not through his pera but through the genuine and sincerity 
coming from the inner being, referred to the heart (puso).  The people dislike Torres-
Aquino because she engaged in money politics, and hence lost in the election: 
“Nagbigay siya ng pera sa mga tao pero hindi siya gusto ng mga tao” (She gave 
money, but the people did not like her). 
Clearly, ordinary people engage their feelings (pakiramdam), as the bases of 
scrutiny, to negotiate their political support within the social practices of tulong.  This 
manifestation of pakiramdam is political for the emotion the informants manifested in 
their speech is real, producing effects that negotiated their understanding of tulong as 
well as the politician’s intention in practicing the tulong.  Pakiramdam is, to borrow 
Lutz’s and Abu-Lughod’s words, “emotional discourse as a form of social action that 
creates effects in the world, effects that are read in a culturally informed way by the 
audience...”19
In sum, ordinary people negotiate their support of a politician not just during 
election time but also within the context of everyday politics.20  Political negotiation 
(i.e., social revolution, political resistance) in the Tanauan context does not just take 
the form of religious movements, cultural revivals, or the conventional overt or big-
scale social movements.  Instead, they are also manifested through sensing/feeling 
(pakiramdam) based on everyday struggles and experiences, observing the actions 
(gawa) and reading the bodily gestures, such as facial expressions, of the 
                                                 
19 Lutz and Abu-Lughod, 12. 
20 Benedict J. Kerkvliet, Everyday Politics in the Philippines: Class and Status Relations in a Central 





superordinates, and scrutinizing their presentation of themselves as upholders of a 
moral order or economy.  This, therefore, would include non-material elements such 
as personal or public help or tulong without the instrumentalist and functionalist 
connotations often assumed in political relations.21
 
Utang and Loob vis-à-vis Utang na Loob 
In conventional political studies, the concept of loob (inner being) has always 
been linked to the social practices of utang (debt).  Through a structural and 
functionalist approach, Mary R. Hollnsteiner analyses utang na loob (debt of 
gratitude) as a hierarchical exchange of gift between a landlord and tenant, a 
superordinate and a subordinate.  The reciprocity relations between a superordinate, 
who has a higher social status and ability to provide material and non-material 
assistance, always compels the subordinates to remain indebted despite showing 
gratitude and despite paying the original debt.  In other words, subordinates can never 
really be discharged from their debt to the superordinates.  Failure to reciprocate 
invites shame (hiya), or the stigma of being walang hiya (no shame).22
Utang na loob and hiya (shame) are mostly applied during election periods, 
especially when a political leader would exploit utang na loob to garner votes.  “[A]n 
utang na loob relationship is rarely terminated, the statuses of the two parties are, 
                                                 
21 See for example, studies of the moral order of leaders in the Philippines.  Kerkvliet sees the “moral 
order” in the context of everyday life in Nueva Ejica, which contains others values and ideas in peasant 
politics such as pantay-pantay (equality), katarungan (justice), and kapwa (the unity of self with 
others) among the others.  See also his “Manuela Santa Ana vda. De Maclang and Philippine Politics,” 
in Lives at the Margin: Biography of Filipinos Obscure, Ordinary, and Heroic, ed. Alfred W. McCoy 
(Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila Press, 2000), 389-421 for an alternative leader who possesses such 
quality of moral order.  See also Mark M. Turner,  “Politics During the Transition in Zamboanga City, 
1984-1988,” in From Marcos to Aquino: Local Perspectives on Political Transition in the Philippines, 
eds. Benedict J. Kerkvliet and Resil B. Mojares (Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila Press, 1991), 13-35. 
22 Mary R. Hollnsteiner, “Reciprocity in the Lowland Philippines,” in Four Readings on Philippine 
Values, 4th ed., eds. Frank Lynch and Alfonso de Guzman II, IPC Papers, No. 2 (Quezon City: Ateneo 
de Manila University Press, 1973), 69-91. See also Mary R. Hollnsteiner, The Dynamics of Power in A 






ideally, never equal.”23  Utang na loob, in conventional political studies, is assumed 
to have a negative value, particularly when the subordinate is under financial pressure 
and therefore choices are made in accordance to one’s own powerlessness that create 
a leeway for manipulation by superordinates.24  Studies of this sort use the framework 
of patron-client relations, which operate under the Filipino values of utang na loob 
and hiya. A dyadic relationship is maintained wherein the subordinates operating 
under that value systems are unconscious of their manipulation by their patrons.25
There is more to utang na loob than is presented in conventional political 
studies, however. A city councilor, for example, told me that Tanauan needs 
politicians to resort to the idea of utang na loob in the form of “sincere” development.  
To win support from the people, utang na loob cannot be used as a form of 
manipulation but instead can take the form of a “sincere” debt of gratitude to the 
people paid in the form of development, services, and performances.26   This section 
demonstrates how ordinary people interpret utang na loob, seen as a sociocultural 
                                                 
23 Hollnsteiner (1973), 82. 
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“Orientalism and the Study of Philippine Politics,” in Knowing America’s Colony: A Hundred Years 
from the Philippine War (Hawaii: University of Hawaii Center for Philippine Studies, 1999).  See also 
the critique on the patron-client framework by Benedict Kerkvliet, “Toward a More Comprehensive 
Analysis of Philippine Politics: Beyond the Patron-Client, Factional Framework,” Journal of Southeast 
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practice in Tanauan City, in multifaceted ways in relation to the practices of tulong 
(help).   
The interview below showcases precisely these aforementioned “sincere” 
criteria in an ideal utang na loob relationship, as gleaned from the conversation I had 
with Kuya Oman on the 2004 elections: 
It’s not really debt of gratitude (utang na loob).  I also make sure to 
know what kind of person (pagkatao) they are, and if they are able to 
do something (nagagawa).  People haven’t told me if Corona’s 
opponent (Sonia Torres Aquino) has been able to do something 
because she isn’t in office yet.27
 
Of course, we can’t say that the reason why Sonia lost is because she’s 
a bad person.  It’s just that we knew Corona from the very beginning 
because we’ve been able to benefit from his first term.  Of course, we 
have a bit of debt of gratitude (utang na loob) to him.  I have a child 
who works in Yazaki.  I also have debt of gratitude to Sonia but it’s a 
different kind of debt of gratitude (iba naman ang klaseng utang na 
loob) because as my child works there, she [also] benefits 
(nakikinabang) from it.  Whereas in regard to Corona, we voted for 
him because he gives wholeheartedly (buong puso) without expecting 
anything in return (walang kabayaran).  Of course, there’s never any 
doubt that we would support.  We would support Corona because he 
doesn’t ask for anything in return (kapalit).  Like those [fishing] nets 
there, there are a lot of us here who were given those, and he never 
asked for anything in return.  He only asks that we attend meetings so 
that we all know and understand.28
 
The use of utang na loob in this interview reveals the multi-layered meanings 
of utang and loob.   The importance of the utang, and the appreciation of loob, are 
given different weights and judged at different levels.  At one level, we note that the 
provision of employment to Kuya Oman’s daughter by Torres-Aquino at the same 
time benefited (nakikinabang) the employer (Torres-Aquino).  Furthermore, Kuya 
Oman’s support of Corona is determined according whether or not the latter is doing 
(gawa) his tasks well as a politician.  In these cases, utang na loob does not connote 
gratitude, as is usually assumed.  In the first instance, even if a job is provided, the 
                                                 
27 Kuya Gitoy (former barangay captain), interview by author, 8 March 2005, Barangay Gonzales, 
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“debt” (utang) has already been repaid in the form of labor services, where both 
parties eventually benefit.  In the second instance there is the recognition on the part 
of the “debtor” that it is the obligation of a politician to perform (gawa) his/her 
responsibilities as a civil servant to the people.  There is an exchange of gifts involved 
– an act of reciprocity based on the paying and repaying of the utang.  However, the 
loob of Kuya Oman appears not to be compromised at all.  He has calculated the 
“gratitude” or loob side of the material help, the tulong, by recognizing in it the 
sentiment of moral duty on the part of his superordinate. 
In the previous section, we discussed how gawa becomes tulong when it is 
accompanied by a sentiment from the loob.  Let us extend the discussion of gawa 
further in relation to the context of tulong and utang na loob.  The gawa and the 
tulong carry different connotations.  On one hand, we have the gawa: the material 
aspect of an activity that can be seen or touched, or the physical reality of the 
politicians’ performance as a public servant.  Therefore, the gawa can be regarded as 
mere utang that can be repaid through, for instance, labor services.  Tulong, on the 
other hand, is the non-material dimension of help that resides in the feeling 
(pakiramdam) of one’s inner being – the loob – being manifested in the physical 
reality.  Therefore, tulong is associated with loob and cannot be measured in terms of 
material repayment.  In the context of utang na loob, when support is given to a 
leader, it is the mutual respect of each other’s loob, not the utang, that is being 
recognized and reciprocated.   
Deriving from Kuya Oman’s experiences of gawa (nagagawa) with Corona 
and Torres-Aquino, the utang in terms of economic beneficence is not omnipotent.  A 
good leader is measured not particularly by the economic advantage or “survival of 





negotiate and reciprocate their support to a politician through their appreciation of the 
loob of the person (tao) or leader.   Yielding to the loob of a leader comes about, 
however, only after scrutiny based on their constant observation of that person’s 
deeds (gawa).  More so, it is the moral sentiment of the loob manifested in the act of 
gawa, such as not asking for anything in return – walang kapalit (no return) or walang 
kabayaran (no payment) – that they look for and appreciate.  This serves as a gauge 
for the sense of humanity (pagkatao) in a politician that can be felt (naramdamdam) 
by the constituents.  When the workings of a leader’s loob can be “felt,” then gawa 
becomes tulong.  Speaking of utang na loob, it was Corona’s tulong, instead of 
Torres-Aquino’s gawa, that Kuya Oman was referring to.  The latter’s utang na loob 
came about as a response to Corona’s mabait/magandang loob (kind hearted/inner 
being) that Kuya Oman appreciated and therefore reciprocated in terms of loob 
(through his support to Corona), more than the obligation to repay the economy of the 
debt or the fear of the social stigma of hiya (shame). 
The utang in fact becomes a modifier, when connected by the ligature “na,” to 
loob when it becomes the adjective utang na loob, illustrating the non-economic 
nature of the currency of the utang.  The utang na loob in Kuya Oman’s language of 
reciprocity underlies the modified “loob” within the act of tulong that a person (tao) 
manifests – whether a politician or non-politician – thereby making the economic 
utang, the modifier, meaningful to ordinary people.  Therefore, to understand why 
ordinary people appreciate help from a politician in the context of utang na loob, one 
has to differentiate between the gawa, which produces a mechanical exchange of debt, 
and the tulong, which manifests the “emotional,” immaterial, and much more 





So far the analysis above has indicated that loob serves as an emotional 
platform for ordinary people to scrutinize their leaders beneath their surface acts.  The 
social practices of pagkikilatis/kalkulasyon (scrutinization/calculation) in gawa 
(action) and pangako (promises) prove to be fundamental concepts in understanding 
how ordinary people negotiate political relationships with their leaders.  Deriving 
from utang na loob, especially of the loob that lies within and informs the utang, 
ordinary people are looking for a “harmonization” of loob that can be felt 
(nararamdaman).  This brings us to another social idiom, the search for the moral 
sentiment of malapit (closeness).  
 
The Moral Sentiment of Malapit (Closeness) and Malayo (Aloofness) 
 
Vice mayor/V.M.: You must be flexible. 
 
Interviewer: Flexible in terms of…? 
 
V.M.: It can blend (makisama) to people.  First and foremost, you need 
to go down (bumaba) to the level of people first…At least, people will 
give you respect (paggalang) or will show respect to you if, based on 
your actions, based on the things you are saying, you can do 
something.  In my case, they always go to my office seeking legal 
assistance, most of the time.  And I try really my patience to finish 
everything, entertain everything. And after that, after office, I usually 
go out to different barangays.  I communicate or interact (makihalo) 
with people of different barangays. Then when it comes to the adults, 
and some young adults, of course, some barangay officials, and usually 
on the youth what I’m doing is, especially in summers, that we have 
this sports program for the youth.  I usually play basketball. / I will be 
definitely asking for trophy and everything.  So, okay, I’ll be giving it. 
/ So I consider that a big factor because by doing it, you are able to go 
down to the level of the people (bumaba kapantay ng mga tao).  
Sometimes when a player unintentionally hurt you, you feel sorry for 
it.  But when they heard conversation with people around, oh, I 
intentionally hit vice mayor.  I’m really sorry for it.  They are very 
proud telling it to the people. 
 
Interviewer: Why is that? 
 
V.M.: Because they were able to play with someone whom they never 





So, sometimes people has this idea that it will be very hard, definitely 
hard, for these officials to mingle (makisama) with us because first and 
foremost, he’s a professional, he’s a lawyer, he’s a vice mayor.  But to 
their surprise, they will see that I’m running together with some 
people, together with the barangay folks.  They’re really surprised to 
see that.  And they consider it as an honor (karangalan) already. 
 
V.M.: Well, I have [liders].  But aside from that, I tried to go down 
really to their level.  You need not to rely on your leaders.  Don’t leave 
your things to the hands of these people.  Because in the first place, 
you’re a candidate, of course.  So try to go down to the level of the 
people, try to see people, try to shake hands with people, try to mingle 
with people, try to interact with people.  It’s a different one.  
Sometimes people are always reacting this way.  It’s good if you know 
that candidate.  How about us?  You never see that candidate, so it will 
be better if I’ll be voting for you and not the candidate.29
 
This lengthy quote of my interview with the vice mayor of Tanauan City 
indicates two important scenarios in the local politics of the city.  One is that 
politicians do not just rely on financial resources or material incentives to gain 
political support from the constituents.  Also, relying on the liders (sub-leaders) is 
only one of the many ways politicians communicate with their constituents.  Second, 
which is the focus of this section, is the indispensable and unconventional way of 
engaging with the constituents: constant visits, hand shaking, playing basketball, etc. 
This is to say that to be close to the people, or “go down” (bumaba) to the people 
becomes a necessary practice in the everyday politics of the politicians.   
This knowledge about the vice mayor’s sponsorship of the barangay basketball 
competition was revealed in one of my usual conversations with Ate Badette.  Badette 
is the daughter of one of Gonzales’ barangay councilors.  Her sitio (or precinct) is the 
main supporter of Mayor Corona’s camp (note: camp of the vice mayor’s rival).  She 
mentioned to me that I missed the game one weekend when the vice mayor played in 
the barangay.  Interestingly, she mentioned to me was that even though it was the 
vice mayor’s team that was playing against the Gonzales team, she and other 
                                                 





barangay (village) folks would still support their own team and would “boo” the team 
of the vice mayor.   
One can argue that since Badette is not the vice mayor’s supporter, she might 
subscribe to the patronage of Corona if he organized the game.  Or she might be 
frustrated by Jun-Jun’s rivalry with her favorite incumbent mayor, and therefore Jun-
Jun was also her rival.  There is that possibility.  Suffice it to note, however, that Ate 
Badette, while recognizing that the game was partly solicited by the vice mayor, and 
although she was a constituent of that politician, did not need to submit to the existing 
hierarchies in the context of the sport.  She could “boo” the vice-mayor’s team as 
much as she wanted. To her it was natural that politicians, through social 
engagements with ordinary people such as basketball games, should try to close the 
gap between them and their constituents, do become malapit (close, near) to them.  
Both the vice mayor and Badette knew clearly that to get to know the people, or to 
“go down” (bumaba) to their level, is as important as providing material incentives to 
the voters during election time.  
In my conversations and interviews with ordinary people, I often encountered 
expressions of two important social idioms: malapit (closeness) and malayo 
(aloofness).  It will be clearer to us later that the political style (such as vice-mayor 
Jun-Jun’s) of “being close to the people” reflects a sensitivity to one of the criteria 
ordinary people use to scrutinize their politicians.  Here a farmer, Kuya Toni, tells us 
what being able to approach (lumapit), or come close to, a politician meant to him: 
I didn’t ask for anything during the last election because it’s difficult to 
approach (mahirap nang lumapit) them: I’m embarrassed 
(nakakahiya). / You might voice out your request but then the 
politician would not fulfill their task (magagampanan).  It’s easier not 
to say anything so that you’re not hoping for something (tinataw). / 
You must look at someone whom you can go to (makalapit sa kanila) 
if you need help.  That’s what we look for.  You might have voted for 





That’s no good. / You can ask for help from Vicky Reyes [a 
congresswoman].  She gives money.  When a dog bit my child, we 
requested for help from Vicky Reyes.  It was a big help (malaking 
bagay) for us to pay for his injections [medical bills] in Alabang.  It’s a 
big thing if you can ask for help from candidates.  When my Gener 
[the interviewee’s son] was hospitalized, Olfato (former mayor of 
Tanauan) was running for office.  They campaigned here.  I came 
home because I was short of cash.  I couldn’t get my son released from 
the hospital because I didn’t have enough money.  Olfato asked me 
how much I needed.  I said just 2,000.  “Here,” he said, “I’ll give you a 
letter.  Give this to the hospital and tell them that your son is going 
home today.”  I gave it to Reyes and my son was released!  I gave the 
money there.  Mayor Olfato helped me a lot (malaki ang tulong).  If 
not for him, one of my twins would’ve been dead by now.  Vicky 
Reyes is good (mabait).  She’s really good (napakabait).30
 
Ate Badette came to the same conclusion about Congresswoman Reyes: 
 
Lagi iyong namimigay.  Madaling lapitan, oo.  Kahit, halimbawa, mga 
simple-simple lang na may mga patay, pag nalaman din lang niya, 
pumupunta siya. 
[She’s (Vicky Reyes) generous.  She can be approached easily.  Yes, 
even for simple things, such as if someone died.  If she learned about 
it, she’d go to the wake.]31
 
At first glance, it seems that the help or tulong provided by the politician in the 
form of material provisions does shape people’s choices of a leader.  However, 
underneath the surface, or in the “undocumented speak,”32 is the non-material side of 
tulong (help), which shapes people’s perception of a “good leader or person (tao)” 
expressed in the quality of mabait (good) owing to, among other factors, the sincerity 
in fulfilling a task (magagampanan), or the generosity and significance of the 
assistance rendered (malaking bagay). In contrast an unimpressive politician might be 
avoided out of fear of being turned down or embarrassed and his or her observed 
failure to render help in times of real need or kagipitan. 
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31 Ate Bernadette (worked in Manila and daughter of one of the Barangay Councilors in Gonzales) 
interview by author, 15 April 2005, Barangay Gonzales, Tanauan City. 
32 It connotes the “unassimilable cultures.” According to Rosaldo, the immigrants of the US are caught 
in between to accede and to resist the cultural homogenization even they move toward co-optation. See 






Malapit (closeness) and malayo (aloofness) can be used to describe the 
geographical distance of an object to another object, a person to another person, or a 
person to an object.  They can also be used to describe social relations between 
individuals (e.g., parents and siblings, relatives and friends, husband and wife) or 
between individuals and non-human entities (e.g., spirit, god), and between people 
and society.  Conventionally, the issue of approachability has been related to wealth 
or material provision, such as gift-giving or the extension of financial help.  The 
patron, who has the financial capability, provides material goods and gifts to the 
client, which thus generates dependency relations between the two realms.  The 
failure to acknowledge the dependency bears the risk of losing the material comfort 
provided, and in addition risks the burden of social disgrace from being labeled 
walang hiya (without shame).  That is to say, the question of approachability is made 
inseparable from the distance between the “client” and the “patron” generated by their 
dyadic relationship.  In her analysis of the approachability of politicians/candidates in 
Negros Occidental, Rosanne Rutten argues: 
...the approachability of the candidates, measured in terms of social 
and physical distance: candidates “near” to voters can be approached 
for personalized help once in office.  Approachability is a vital element 
in personalistic, clientelist politics, central to the dyadic relationship 
between voter and candidate (Machado, 1974).  They used this 
criterion only with regards to candidates for congressman, mayor, and 
municipal councilor – officials with funds to disburse and with clear 
localized constituencies.  Those are “the people one can go to for 
help,” as one worker said.  Time and again workers used terms lapit 
(near) and layo (far) to mark the approachability of these candidates. 
 
Workers defined as “near” those candidates with whom they were 
somehow socially linked, and/or who addressed workers in a respectful 
and friendly manner, who were softspoken, smiling, attentive, and 
helpful to them, and who thereby suggested that they would not turn 





responsiveness was taken as a sign of future responsiveness to personal 
requests for help…”33
 
According to Rutten, the social concepts of lapit (near) and layo (distant) underlie the 
social behavior that operates within the institutions of electoral process and that the 
discourse of emotion in power is seemingly operational only in a functionalist 
fashion, formulated within clientelist and personalistic frameworks.  Rutten 
subscribes to Hollnsteiner’s dyadic relations between a patron and a client in which 
the exchange of gifts is tied up to a hierarchical relationship.  Even though her 
analysis extends to include the social concepts of lapit and layo, which allows her to 
recognize the non-material elements (respect, soft-spoken, attentive, helpful, etc.) of a 
leader that voters look upon, her approach on the exchange of gifts is focused more on 
the functionalist aspects that tie the giver and the recipient together in the negotiation 
of power.  Whether the voters chose their preferred representatives based on wealth or 
the social capital of that particular person, the intended objective, and the relationship 
thus constructed, between person to person is always framed within a zero-sum, 
interest-oriented view of rationality. 
 In contrast to Rutten, what I have found in Tanauan is that ordinary people’s 
perceptions on the issue of lapit versus layo neither refers to a politician’s intended 
production of material power, nor are framed within a functionalist notion of social 
capital that produces a leader to whom ordinary people are dependent on.  Rather, 
what appears to be the case is that malapit/malayo is used to scrutinize the 
approachability/intensity of the inner being (loob) of a person (tao) in the search for a 
“harmony” or communicability between one loob and another; in other words, the 
loob of the politician should actually be “felt” by the constituent.  
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Corona is a good person (mabait na tao) and honest (malinis ang 
loob), and approachable to people (malapit sa mga tao).  For example, 
every Monday is community day where he will listen to people’s 
problems.34  
 
Usually, candidates need (kailangan) to approach people (nalalapitan). 
And people must feel that they can approach the candidates.  As long 
as people perceive (nakita) you as approachable, and that they will be 
entertained, the candidates will easily enter (nakapasok) the hearts 
(puso) of the people.35  
[Direct translation for the second and third sentences: At saka iyong 
basta  nakita nilang approachable iyong tao, iyong ine-entertain sila, 
ayon  madali kang (candidate) makapasok sa amin (people).] 
 
As indicated in the interview above, lapit (or being malapit) on one hand connotes the 
ability to provide material help.  On the other hand, lapit illustrates the ability of a 
person to bridge the distance or gap of status hierarchy, whether in between the 
politician and constituent, rich and poor, or local and foreign.  Lapit is associated with 
the act of one’s manner of performing the tasks and treating the people from the 
“inside” (puso).  Puso and loob are interchangeably used by ordinary people to 
scrutinize the loob of a leader such as in the expression of honesty (malinis ang loob – 
a pure inner being).   Lapit in this context refers to the sincerity of a tao to provide 
tulong without any contaminating desire or intention upon the people.   Lapit also 
belongs to the idiom of power negotiation, an act of mutual relations of trust (tiwala) 
that does not necessarily come from the superordinates, but is also derived from the 
subordinates in determining whether or not they would want to be approached 
(nalalapitan).  
 In the second interview above, the expression of “makakapasok sa puso” (to 
be able to enter [people’s] hearts) connotes a negotiation of power that does not only 
flow from “above,” but also from “below.”  This is precisely the way ordinary people 
scrutinize the politician’s puso or loob.  Pasok is a verb for “enter.”  When the prefix  
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maka- (or makaka-) is attached to a verb, the action (entering) is transformed into a 
circumstantial mode.  That is, the speaker is referring to the fact that the action came 
about in the course of circumstances; in English it is expressed, as “be able to/ability 
to/happen to.”  Therefore, in Tagalog, maka- indicates that an actor needs to put an 
effort in order to complete his/hers intended action.  Such effort can be acquired 
through the offering of gift as pointed out by Rutten, but it can also be acquired 
through the strengthening or purifying of one’s inner being (loob): i.e., 
sincerity/honesty.   
 The interview below showcases that such effort to strengthen or to purify 
one’s loob (politician’s side) has to be associated with the ability to reach the loob of 
other person (constituent’s side).  
Mga lider?  Sila iyong ginagamit sa tao.  Iyon naman eh depende rin 
sa taong lalapitan kung makukumbinyo nila ang mga tao.  Hindi 
naman sapilitan, hindi tulad sa…./ Oo. Minsan pagka totoo ang 
kanilang ginagawa, ba’t naman kami’y hindi magtitiwala?  Pagka 
labas na magaling eh di syempre iyon ang pagkakatiwalaan ng mga 
kumuha sa kanila. / Syempre, kailangan kilalanin natin ang loob niya 
ay nasasaloob din natin./ Ang mahalaga sa akin ay mayaman ang 
kanyang puso sa mga tao.  Iyon ang akin.  Hindi mo nasasabi kung 
mayaman ay tutulong ang pera noon eh.  Ang loob noon ang itutulong. 
[They’re (the sub-leaders/middle men) being used for the people.  Of 
course, that also depends on the people if they want to be persuaded. 
They’re (the people) not forced. / Yes.  If their actions are truthful, 
there’s no reason why we can’t trust them.  If the candidate turns out to 
be good, they’ll be trusted / Of course, we need to know that his 
intentions are also our intentions. / What’s important to me is to be rich 
at heart for the people.  That’s for me.  You can’t say that just because 
a person is rich, he will help.  What’s inside is what counts.]36
 
The final sentence above, “What’s important to me is to be rich at heart for the 
people. . .What’s inside is what counts,” indicates that farmer Tito Alfredo expects a 
politician to put an effort into purifying his loob more than just utilizing his wealth 
(i.e, providing material incentives).  To straighten up one’s loob requires one to be 
                                                 





mabait (good) and to be able to feel close to ordinary people – that is, to understand 
their feelings and problems  – in order for the people to feel the same way: “Syempre, 
kailangan kilalanin natin ang loob niya ay nasasaloob din natin (Of course, we need 
to know that his intentions are also our intentions).”  To approach allows someone to 
be approached at the same time.   
 Going back to Rutten’s analysis, lapit and layo operate when the sentiments of 
the loob are at play between the giver and the recipient.  Politicians do utilize material 
things to construct personalized networks via a dependency relationship.  However, 
one cannot be sure that such material provisions and dependencies are what really 
count towards enhancing the political legitimacy of the politician.  In fact, “those who 
approach” are judgmental in evaluating the inner being of “those who are being 
approached.”  The practices surrounding the purification of loob are at work from 
both sides.  Rutten’s measurement of receptive attitudes based on the capital 
capability (outer being) of the candidates provides only a one-way flow of power 
relations.  She overlooks the “underside” of those functionalist relations that 
“legitimized” the tulong: the moral sentiments surrounding approachability. The 
reciprocity does not at work in a functionalist manner alone; rather the reciprocity is 
geared towards the harmonizing of the loob of both parties.   
 Another social practice needs to be mentioned here, that is of pakisama.  To be 
able to enter people’s puso (heart), the “patron’s” act of being malapit is always 
associated with the social norms or cultural practices of pakisama/salamuha (going 
along or together with). This is the way Kuya Fabian, a barangay councilor, put it to 
me: 
Of course, the number one is that you are honest, good (mabait), and 
can get along with (pakisama) people; you can know how to get along 
with or mix with people (makisalamuha), with whatever kind of 





elementary school.  But in my almost eight years as barangay 
councilor, I have encountered and faced so many different people.  We 
had Japanese, American, and Korean visitors.  Sometimes I get to learn 
a little bit of English through those visits.37
 
Ang tao basta nakisama, makikisama rin sa kanila.  Pag maganda ang 
kanilang dating, syempre, maganda rin tayo. 
[The person who gets along will also get the same kind of treatment.  If 
their appeal is good, we’ll do the same to them.]38  
 
Pakisama, which means “to get along with,” is used to express the bridging of 
social distances between person to person owing to their varying degrees of lapit or 
layo.  The politician who is able to do pakisama is considered to be mabait because 
he/she knows (marunong) to get along with the people on equal terms.  In other 
words, one is able to make an effort to put one’s status at par with the level of the 
people.  Similar to the interpretation of malapit, ordinary people scrutinize the quality 
of a politician’s ability to do pakisama, which reflects the way ordinary people 
negotiate of power relations: they look out for a certain “harmonization” of the loob 
that is entrenched within pakisama. 
The scope of pakisama as a social practice ranges from the level of a 
politician’s official meeting with the people, including organizing meetings with 
people at the city hall and mayor’s office, official visits to the barangay, and the 
unofficial meetings with people, such as attendance at funerals, weddings, drinking 
sessions, and even simple hand-shaking.  Three different events below capture the 
“proper” way of pakisama as interpreted by ordinary people.  None of the events is 
concerned with the conventional understanding of pakisama through material 
incentives. 
Event 1: (Election campaign) 
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During the election, the Mayor went from house to house for his 
campaign.  He went to my brother’s house and asked for food to eat.  
There was no food specially being prepared for the candidates.  But he 
came into the house and told them that he is hungry and he just ate the 
food.  He finished my sister-in-law’s bread.39
 
Event 2: (Everyday life) 
Corona is very quiet, but even though he is a quiet person, if you see 
him outside, he will shake your hand.  “How are you?  Are you fine?  
How is your business?”  [For] other politicians, if you vote, after the 
election is finished, you are forgotten.  Even when you are passing by, 
they will not talk to you, especially if you are a fisherman.  But for 
Corona, he even asks about the children.  That is the attitude.  Even the 
old, even the young, he will ask, “Whatever your problem is, you go to 
the city hall.”  He is not like the other mayor [when] he is already on 
the top (held office), before you go to him, maybe first step, you go to 
security guard, second step, to the secretary.  Then after secretary, you 
go to the other side.  You see?40  
 
Event 3: (Christmas season):  
You know, if a person isn’t approachable (nalalapitan), people don’t 
like him/her.  People want someone generous (mapagbigay).  If you’re 
not, then you’re nothing.  People won’t vote for you again. / Nene 
Querrer (City Councilor) has Wrap and Carry (a grocery store), right?  
You know, she brought us umbrellas, groceries.  You could see that 
they weren’t stingy (kuripot).  Trinidad (the Vice Mayor) bought not 
just ordinary drinking glasses.  He gave really nice glasses, those that 
you can use when you have visitors.  Julius Platon (City Councilor and 
son of former mayor, Cesar Platon) gave each of us P400.  He couldn’t 
give more than that because there were so many who approached him.  
It’s okay, as long as we were able to ask from him.  Mayor gave us 
P1,000 each.  Thank God they are easy to be approached (madadali 
naman silang lapitan).41
 
These events, in which the ordinary people encountered politicians during the 
election campaign period (Event 1), during the course of everyday life (Event 2), and 
during a special occasion (Event 3), illustrate the manifestations of malapit/malayo of 
leaders based on how they should treat the people: not just through material help but 
more importantly through the social practices of pakisama. Event 1 shows the 
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Mayor’s attitude to willingly eat the food without thinking that the food is not in 
abundance or well served as if in a feast.  This exemplifies a less formal manner of 
behavior that people can associate with and feel comfortable with.  The act of 
“eating” in an ordinary way manifests the closeness of a person with the host and the 
absence of the hierarchy of status, rather than to be seen as a politician campaigning 
to garner support.  Greeting (Event 2) can be seen as an act of directing one’s 
attention to the people outside election time and office appointments.  Greeting in a 
non-formal and casual context, such as one’s regular and constant recognition of the 
status of ordinary people, manifests the closeness of one’s sincere heart to the other.  
Event 3 showcases that material elements (gifts and money) only work insofar as to 
bridge the gap between a superordinate and subordinate.  Ate ’s association of malapit 
with the quality of the gift (that can be used to serve visitors), as well as her comment 
on the attitude of not being stingy, embodies a leader’s moral qualities that must be 
attained or maintained.  Behind these acts of pakisama presented in a visible form lie 
the invisible moral dimensions of loob that ordinary people are sensitive to and that 
enable them to make judgments about a politician’s being malapit or malayo. 
At this juncture of analysis, we have discussed how perceptions of loob go in 
two directions.  On one hand, we have tried to understand the ways ordinary people 
interpret and scrutinize the loob of the politicians.  On the other, we are reminded that 
the loob of these ordinary people is just as crucial in the analysis. This can already be 
perceived in the confidence informants have in interpreting what should and should 
not be in politics. This knowledge is rooted in their ideas of lakaran (journey) and, in 






The Bases for Scrutiny of Self: the Lakaran and Sarili 
Lakaran 
Before we turn to the scrutiny of the self, it is necessary for us to understand 
what lakaran means to ordinary people.  Ordinary people constantly make reference 
to lakaran in their own experiences in life, such as their encounters with politicians, 
their perceptions on the world or society, and their everyday struggles for subsistence. 
Throughout the field interviews, I realized that ordinary people always refer to their 
experiences as a basis for scrutinizing the self (and others), to make a judgment on 
what should be and should not be in “doing” politics.   
The nuance of lakaran is not typical to the Philippine context.  Mercado 
equates it to the Javanese aliran (flowing).42   Lakaran derives from the word lakad, 
which means to walk.  According to Mercado, “may lakad” means having a task to 
perform43 or it can also mean the trend or manner of acting.44  Lakaran (noun: the 
walk) means a place to walk on, 45  which involves both business and leisurely 
activities.46  Lakaran also has another dimension, which “[has] a technical meaning as 
a pilgrimage, a mission, an ascent (with Christ to Calvary) to spread the word.”47  
This dimension of lakaran is clearly shown in Ileto’s Pasyon and Revolution.  He 
uses the concept of lakaran to describe “a journey on foot” that traverses a long and 
dangerous road that entails constant physical suffering.48  It is similar to Christ’s 
journey to spread the word of God, a mission or journey or lakaran where one faces 
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many obstacles and difficulties.  In other words, lakaran is an experience of hardship 
that involves “the control of self” (the loob).   
The ability to scrutinize and make calculations about politicians is always 
associated with the scrutiny of one’s own experiences or lakaran as indicated in the 
following interview: 
You know (alam) what kind of person he is.  In all the mayors here, I 
know (alam ko) who would win ____ [mis-recording]).  I calculate 
(kinakalkula) who would win and who wouldn’t.  I’ve never voted for 
someone who lost.  (Kaya ako hindi pa nakakaboto doon sa talo.) I 
know based on your experience (lakaran ng eksperiyensa) if you 
would win or not in politics. / There are those who do socialization 
(pakisama). There are many fakers (mapagkunwari).  Sometimes, 
when you meet, you think they’re sincere (talagang totoong-totoo).  Of 
course, you would be able to see (nahahalata) which one is a good 
person (magaling na tao) and which is not. / You would base 
(babatayan) it on the kind of actions (galaw) they do.49
 
From the above interview,50 lakaran ng eksperiyensa pertains to the idea that 
one has encountered many obstacles or one has seen (kita) and felt (naramdaman) 
many things throughout one’s life, which have thus made one critical and experienced 
in life’s struggles, in making sense of the world.  In the context above, the ability to 
scrutinize (kilatis) and calculate (kalkulasyon) is based on (babatayan) the regularity 
of one’s own experiences (lakaran ng eksperiyensa). Specifically, the reference is to 
the encounters one has had with the galaw of politicians over the passage of time, and 
the critical calculation of the regularity of misgivings about past politicians, the 
scrutiny over politicians’ pakisama (social mingling) - whether they are being 
deceptive (kunwari) or sincere (talagang totoong-totoo) or a good person (magaling 
na tao).  Lakaran in this case becomes the basis for scrutiny of one’s own loob or the 
self.  The self (sarili) expressed in “alam ko” (I know) and “Kaya ako hindi pa 
nakakaboto doon sa talo” (I’ve never voted for someone who lost) derives from one’s 
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everyday experiences of hardship and struggles (lakaran ng experiyensa): the constant 
disappointment and deception at the hands of bad politicians, has made this person’s 
self (sarili) sharp and critical in making judgments about the society and others. Thus, 
lakaran is a constant learned (nadala) process, felt inside (the loob), and therefore 
shapes and reshapes a person’s loob – the self/sarili – thereby making him/her 
disciplined, sharp, and critical in their own manner of perceiving social issues, 
describing the changes and challenges in the world.  
 
Sariling Sikap (Self-help or Independence)  
 
A loob that is strengthened by a lifetime of lakaran is the basis for the 
manifestation of one’s confidence in judging politicians and others.  The loob has 
been transformed into one’s pride, dignity, and respect, interpreted as the effect of 
sariling sikap, self-help. But sariling sikap goes beyond pride.  The activity of 
sariling sikap is the practice of disciplining and purifying one’s loob to achieve a sort 
of freedom.   
In his meta-linguistic analysis, Mercado categorizes sarili into three aspects.  
Sarili means self, but its meaning can be extended to include freedom or 
independence, and property and possession.51  In the first aspect, sarili pertains to 
“being a man” or pagkatao, which is closely related to loob.  Judging a person is to 
evaluate the inside of the body, the loob.52  In the second aspect, sarili relates to 
freedom.  Here, Mercado separates the meaning of kalayaan and kasarinlan, which 
connotes different meanings of independence.  Kalayaan concerns the freedom from 
an external power like colonization, while kasarinlan pertains to freedom of the self, 
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the inside/loob.53  Third, sarili is expressed as property or possession.  In this aspect, 
the scope of sarili is not confined to one person but to others, such as the community, 
families, and fellows (kapwa); in short, a reference group. Therefore, being conscious 
of oneself is to be conscious of the environment and the world.   
Going back to the analysis on gifts in the previous chapter, Marcel Mauss 
indicates that the obligation to receive a gift is an act “to take up the challenge and 
prove that you (the recipient) are not unworthy.”54   This to some extent is lived out in 
the Tanauan context where the obligation to receive is to avoid being arrogant or 
stigmatized as walang hiya (no shame) because one does not recognize the loob of the 
giver.  In addition, to receive a gift is to manifest one’s dignity in order to showcase 
that one is worthy of being given something by the donor, for it is the loob of the 
recipient that the donor has to recognize.  It is a sort of dignity from the loob that the 
recipient cannot lose when they are being given something, or given just enough, or 
nothing at all.  To receive is to recognize one’s own dignity.   
However, in the context of receiving or rejecting a tulong, as indicated below, 
a deeper look at the attitude of sariling sikap reveals that it is not only about the 
avoidance of hiya (shame) and stubbornness in protecting one’s dignity but also a 
purification of loob (inner being) in lakaran (journey) that translates into a sense of 
freedom.  
You can ask for help.  But all this (referring to his house) is from my 
own hard work (sariling sikap: diligence, zeal).  The government only 
gives help to households whose houses aren’t cemented.  I think a lot 
of people have been given that, right?  My house was destroyed by the 
typhoon Rosing.  My whole house collapsed.  I wasn’t given even one 
iron sheet for the roof of my house.  It’s better to be hardworking and 
you won’t have any problems (wala ka pang problema). / If you don’t 
work hard, you’ll get nothing (eh di wala). / If you work hard, you just 
might get good blessings (baka naman sakaling bibiyayaan ka ng 
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maganda). / If you have extra harvest, you sell it in the market. If you 
have just enough, you eat it for meals (Pag naparami, pambenta. Pag 
kakaunti, pang-ulam).55
 
Sikap means diligence or zeal.  Sariling sikap means self-help or self-reliance.  
To apply the nuances of sarili from Mercado’s analysis, sariling sikap pertains to a 
person’s loob, always referring to a sense of freedom not only to the individual self 
but also to the community at large.  In the context of Barangay Gonzales, peasants 
subscribe to sariling sikap in times when no assistance was forthcoming.  By 
subscribing to sariling sikap, they are able to obtain a sort of freedom even during 
times of hardship.   
A deeper look at the speech above shows that to subscribe to sariling sikap is 
to seek the purity of one’s loob and to believe that good fortune would come once 
hard work is applied.  The words, “If there is abundance, it is for sale. If there isn’t 
much, eat it with meals” (Pag naparami, pambenta. Pag kakaunti, pang-ulam), 
illustrate that peasants are well aware of the scarcity of resources available to them.  
The limitation of having just enough food is accepted as long as one is able to till the 
land.  Moreover, the interviewee also states, “It’s better to be hardworking and you 
won’t have any problems (wala ka pang problema).  Problema can refer to material 
conditions such as uncontrollable weather, a bad harvest, the exhaustion of the soil. 
But it can also refer to the humiliation that one would encounter when one seeks help.  
Therefore, one is required to work hard in order to be able to gain a better harvest or 
life’s happiness. This happiness does not come easily but requires the discipline of the 
sarili. “If you work hard, you just might get good blessings” (baka naman sakaling 
bibiyayaan ka ng maganda), illustrates that if one is hardworking and willing to 
overcome obstacles in working the crops (that is, in this context, the lakaran), 
                                                 





regardless of the harvest outcome one would be rewarded (bibiyayaan ng maganda).  
The appearance of the word biyaya (blessing, reward) here is not accidental.  It 
implies that the disciplining of self or loob in conditions of hardship, being a form of 
lakaran and sariling sikap, will ultimately bear fruit (biyaya), if not in a good harvest, 
then at least in inner peace, a sense of freedom, or other forms of happiness. 
Having gone through a lot in life, including having to put up with false 
politicians is the experience of lakaran.  This in turn is a source of critical 
consciousness and moral power in the form of pride, self-respect, and dignity.  But 
even beyond that is the achievement of a sort of freedom that ordinary people seek.  
Such pursuit of freedom is experienced through the purification of one’s loob or sarili 
in the lakaran.  Our discussion of the practice of sariling sikap shows us that the 
peasants in Barangay Gonzales do not prioritize only their basic economic subsistence 
even though this is the very struggle that they pursue in their everyday lives.  We 
must not overlook their emotions and moral principles.  What constitutes the “moral” 
does not necessarily tie up with the “economy.”  It is the self and its emotions, the 
sarili manifested in sariling sikap that is cultivated, disciplined and purified in various 
ways, that serves as a basis for judging others, such as the politicians above. 
 
The Interpretation of Pulitika 
The analysis of concepts such as gawa versus pangako, kilatis and 
kalkulasyon, nararamdaman, malapit versus malayo, lakaran and sariling sikap, help 
us to understand the meaning and nuance of politics from the perspective of ordinary 
people.  In the Tanauan context, pulitika, as an English loanword, literally means 





consensual democracy and civic life.  What does politics mean to ordinary people, 
and how then is it different from pulitika? 
The conversation below pertains to how politicians (pulitiko) behave in the 
context of pulitika.  The context is when candidates came to meet people (specifically 
referring to women’s groups) during the campaign period.  Through the help of the 
liders, meetings were organized and political messages were slipped in the agendas of 
the meetings to court for votes. 
Ate Irene: Oo, mga sinasabi sa mga member, o, dalin natin si ganito.  
Kasi may lider kami, o, ang dadalin natin si ganito.  May sasabihin sa 
iyong dala.  Eh pero, kami syempre, hindi ka naman pwedeng sumagot 
na aba’y hindi.  Hindi pwede.  Kaya lang ang tinatanong namin iyong 
puso namin.  Kahit pa ba kami utusan mo, syempre, tango ka lang 
dyan nang tango.  Pulitika din ang gagamitin mo dyan eh!  Hindi ka 
pwedeng, ayaw ko sa kanya.  Baka mamaya— 
[Yes, they tell their members to support a particular candidate.  Of 
course, you can’t say no.  We just ask our hearts.  Even if you order us, 
of course, we just say.  We also use politics!  You can’t explicitly say 
you don’t like the candidate. Maybe next time…] 
 
Ate Liza: Pagdating ng araw na—  
[When the time comes--] 
 
Ate Irene: Ito lang ang tatanungin mo, ang ballpen kasi ikaw naman 
ang magsusulat.  Ikaw ang magsusulat, eh di ang, kahit pa ba sabihin 
sa iyo, kung hindi mo gusto iyong ano, eh di isulat mo iyong kursunada 
mo. 
[You’ll be the one to write, not your ballpen.  So no matter what they 
tell you, you just vote for whomever you want.] 
 
Ate Liza: Pag magkakaharap, sige ho.  Pagdating ng araw…. 
[If you’re faced with each other, okay.  But when the time comes….] 
 
Ate Irene: Kasi ganon eh.  Pag hindi ka kasi naging matalino, wala eh.  
Kasi kung umayon din lang naman tayo nang umayon tapos wala din, 
wala din namang naitutulong, nakakasama lang ng loob eh.  Ay, di 
mabuti pang iboto mo iyong kursunada mo.  Kahit walang maitulong, 
kahit papano hindi sasama ang loob mo dahil ikaw ang bumoto ng 
kursunada mo.  Ay, mahirap kasi iyong patuturo ka sa pagboto tapos, 
syempre, pangako iyan nang pangako.  Aasa ka doon sa mga pangako.  
Tapos ang ibinoto mo pagdating ng oras na nakiusap ka eh hihindian 
ka, wala.  Sasama lang ang loob mo. 
[If you’re not smart, nothing will become of you.  If we only say yes 





voted for don’t really help us, we’ll just feel bad.  So it’s better to vote 
for whomever you like.  Even if that person isn’t able to help you, you 
won’t feel bad because you only have yourself to blame.  It’s hard to 
be carried away by promises.  Of course, you would set your hopes up 
for the promises.  Then the person you voted turned you away when 
you asked for help.  You’ll just feel bad.] 
 
Ate Liza: Mahirap nang sumama sa agos. 
[It’s hard to get carried by the tide.]56
    
From the conversation above, pulitika is equated to spoils and blank promises.  
In pulitika, favors and material incentives are given by a candidate to court for votes.  
Similar to our discussion on the difference between pangako (promises) and gawa 
(action), a candidate gives promises only to influence the voters into believing the 
promises.  Favors, help, and promises that are provided during election time are not 
similar to the tulong (help) that is extended in everyday life.  In the local expression, 
pulitika is similar to someone who is seen crawling under the cover of night and 
slipping bribery money under the door: “Ang iba pa nga dyan nagbibigay ng pera, 
ang tinatawag na gapang sa gabi, abot sa pinto.” (Some others give money, it’s what 
is called crawling in the night, until the door.)57
Ate Irene is cautiously aware of the promises and favors given during election 
time.  To her, these are mere strategies and spoils within pulitika that do not bring 
guarantee and security to the people after election.  In her perception, pulitika is 
deceitful and insecure.  Thus, one is required to be matalino (smart) in order not to be 
disappointed after elections.  The help given in the context of pulitika does not 
involve the loob as we have discussed in previous sections, i.e., it does not manifest  
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magandang loob, malapit/malayo, mabait, etc.  It is merely a pure political stratagem 
to win votes.  
The ideal way of “doing” politics is to vote for someone according to one’s 
scrutiny of the politician and the inner self (loob): “Kaya lang ang tinatanong namin 
iyong puso namin (We just ask our hearts).”  The reference to the loob expressed in 
puso highlights how ordinary people’s “feelings” operate in politics (not pulitika), 
such as, for example, their judgment of politicians through the feeling of their 
distance or closeness (malapit) in order not to be disappointed and to be able to ask 
for tulong later on.  When one says, quoting from the interviews above, “You’ll be the 
one to write, not your ball pen.  So no matter what they tell you, you just vote for 
whomever you want”, or “Even if that person isn’t able to help you, you won’t feel 
bad because you only have yourself to blame,” this indicates that one has the ability to 
scrutinize whomever is considered to be a mabait na tao and it is important to have 
voted for someone who is trustworthy.  If tulong is not provided, at least the loob or 
the self (sarili) will not be tainted by guilt and disappointment.   
In this regard, the kind of voting behavior that is based on the blind acceptance 
of blank promises and favors during elections pollutes people’s loob, and the 
consequence will be the negligence of the welfare of people; in short, a sinister 
pulitika is at work, which leads to future disappointment, and so we must try to avoid 
being pulled in: 
Ay, iyong nagugustuhan, halimbawa, ang isang mayor ay nagustuhan 
ng tao, niyayakagin sa mga kasamahan, doon kayo bumoto.  Iyon ang 
ating kunin at iyan ay makakatulong.  Iyan ang sabi ng mga tao.  
Pagdating naman ng araw at nanalo, wala ka na, bahala ka na.  
Huwag ka nang sumunod at hindi ka na papansinin.  Ganyan ang 
trabaho ng pulitika dito, parang sa Maynila. 
[For example, if people like a mayor, they would tell their friends to 
vote for that mayor.  Let’s vote for him/her because he/she can help us.  
That’s what people say.  But when the time comes and he/she wins, 





because in the long run, they (winning candidates) will ignore you.  
That’s the job of politics here, like in Manila.]58
 
Another dimension of pulitika is the employment of tactics and strategies. The 
relationship between a candidate and a voter is based on a cautious calculation of 
strategies to avoid being stigmatized as walang hiya (shameless) in trying to secure 
future benefits.  This is also expressed in the abovementioned conversation between 
Ate Liza and Ate Irene.  We can see Ate Liza’s calculation of the possibility of future 
consequences “Pagdating ng araw na…,” (When the time comes…,), which means 
that even though she does not like a candidate, she will still reserve a space for 
negotiating a future relationship with that politician, which means having to avoid 
making negative comments explicitly to a candidate.  In pulitika, both parties 
(candidate and constituent) are playing strategic games with their requisite tactics: 
“Kahit pa ba kami utusan mo, syempre, tango ka lang dyan nang tango.  Pulitika din 
ang gagamitin mo dyan eh! (Even when we are being given orders, of course, we just 
nod and nod (in assent).  We also use politics in that case!)” 
Finally, pulitika is perceived as a game that the politicians introduce and 
which people play along with. Like children they form camps and go with one or the 
other leader, but after the game is over, the losers disappear.  In other words, pulitika 
is not a serious undertaking by the community at large. But if it is just a game, who 
ultimately benefits from it? 
Iyon ang mga nakakaintindi sa pulitika.  Dito sa bayan eh ang pulitika 
eh parang ano laang, iyong parang laro laang ng mga bata, kanya-
kanyang bata.  O, bata ko iyan.  O, bata ko ito.  Sama ka sa amin.  Eh 
di hati tayo.  Ganyan lang iyan eh.  Pagkatapos naman ng botohan eh 
matatalo iyong isa.  O, ano?  Saan ang bata?  [Laughs]  
[They (the candidates) understand politics.  Here in town, politics is 
like a game for children – each with his/her own children (bata) to 
support.  That’s my kid.  That one’s my kid.  Come with us.  We share.  
                                                 





That’s the way it is.  After the elections and one loses, what now?  
Where’s your kid?  [Laughs])  
 
Wala na.  Gayon lamang.  Palakasan na rin. 
[Nothing.  That’s the way it is.  You try to see who’s stronger.] 
 
Noong una, mayroon.  Eh sa ngayon, eh ang mga ano naman ngayon, 
kumbaga sa ano eh botohan, hindi pantay, hindi patas ang laro. 
[At first, it (politics) could make a difference.  But now, voting isn’t 
equal.  The game isn’t played on an equal footing.]59
 
The perception of pulitika as a game of politicians that draws in ordinary 
people momentarily is more vividly shown in the dialogue below on Tatay Erning’s 
experiences with the politicians.   
Lady: Uncle does not vote.  
Tatay Erning: I learned (nadala) my lesson.  It’s because of my son 
who was accused of [possessing] marijuana.  I got so angry because 
they took my son away even if he was sick.  When he was taken, the 
captain of the barangay bailed him out.  He was brought home and he 
got sick.  There was a house there near the river, which was built so he 
won’t cause trouble.  Now, when he was sick, the police took him 
away again.  We told them (the police) to wait until my son is better.  
They said they’d take him for just a little while, only to talk.  My son 
was so weak; he didn’t even have a voice (he couldn’t talk).  He was 
jailed!  He wasn’t even allowed to go to the [health] center.  He 
couldn’t walk, couldn’t take a step like that.  When he takes a step up 
the stairs, he sits down to rest.  He was even handcuffed.  How can you 
be happy with that?  They handcuffed him when the [health] center 
was just so near.  Then the police said _____ (mis-recording).  That’s 
foolishness!  He couldn’t even walk and they handcuffed him. 
 
Lady: Drugs are really prevalent now.  It can’t be solved.  Maruha (a 
precinct in Barangay 1) was raided then.  Uncle’s son got involved.  
He was unmarried, jailed, got thin, and died.  Mayor wasn’t able to do 
anything. 
 
Tatay Erning: They were supposed to bring him to Batangas (referring 
to Batangas City).  When he was on the verge of death, they put him in 
an ambulance and rushed him to Batangas, but they weren’t able to get 
there.  They came back.  It was hopeless. How can you be happy with 
that?  You help [tumutulong] them (the politicians) but nothing 
happened.  There, it’s finished. 
 
Lady: Uncle learned [nadala] his lesson about voting. 
                                                 






Tatay Erning: When I’m being forced [pinipilit], I tell them to go 
ahead and vote.  Don’t involve me there.  They have money.  They will 
step [matatapakan] on you.60
 
One perspective on the above narrative would be that the incident was an 
exceptional case as it involves death and therefore the resentment was at a more 
personal level of emotional assertion, not necessarily a spelling out of ordinary 
people’s understanding of pulitika.  Nevertheless, the fact that Tatay Erning had been 
turned away from the help needed at a particularly critical time is connected by him 
with the meaning of politics (pulitika) in general.  The incident has taught him to stop 
voting, i.e., to abandon that system of politics altogether. Pulitika connotes a negative 
domain that cannot guarantee one’s (especially the poor’s) welfare, similar to 
pangako seen as rhetoric during election time.  Elections are just a temporary space 
for the politicians to court for the votes and fulfill their desire for power.  In pulitika, 
the ultimate consequence is oppression, i.e., matatapakan, blank promises, and the 
absence of compassion to others (i.e., no help was given in time of need to save his 
son).  Thus, pulitika is just like a game for children - “parang laro laang ng mga 
bata” – that perhaps benefits the rich (mayaman) and the politicians (puitiko), but not 
the poor (mahirap). 
Through our previous discussion of the bases for scrutiny from the perspective 
of ordinary people, we can appreciate the local concepts that enable us to understand 
ordinary people’s negation of doing conventional politics and how the field of 
meaningful politics can be different from that of pulitika, which is mainly seen as 
dominated by the elites especially at election time.  More importantly is that their 
understanding of politics differs from that which conventional political studies would 
subscribe to: factional contests, the culture of indebtedness, playing out of ambitions, 
                                                 





and power struggles.  Instead, ordinary people see politics as that which includes the 
loob, manifested in malapit/malayo (closeness/aloofness), magandang loob (good 
will), and mabait (good).   
To sum up what pulitika meant to the ordinary people I interviewed and their 
constant engagement with the scrutiny of politicians, we can do no better than quote 
the interview below: 
Ang gobyerno natin lalo na!  Dinala na tayo sa kalokohan.  Ang 
pulitiko ngayon parang mga bata ang tao.  Pag nadalhan ng isang trak 
na inuming alak, ‘yong mga maglalasing.  Iboboto ka namin!  Inuman 
nang inuman ng alak, di ba?  Magbibigay ng mga noodles, mga babae 
bibigyan kung anu-ano.  Ay, panalo ka na!  Ha?  Ang isang kandidato 
tuwang-tuwa!  Di ba?  Ginagawang bata ngayon, hindi na ginagamit 
ang isip.  Ganon ang dapat gawin ng mga tao kung ikaw ay 
maghahalal ng isang manunungkulan, dapat suriin mo siya kung 
karapat-dapat o hindi.  Hindi ‘yong basta boto ka na porke may 
nakaipit sa ‘yong limang daan.  Sa kabila nama’y tatlong daan.  Ay, 
dito na ‘ko.  Limang daan dito eh.  Haha, o, di ba?  Ganon nangyayari 
sa mga botohan, kaya ang ating political umiigping.  Ang isang 
kandidatong talo, hindi pumapayag na talo.  Mas malaki ang ginastos 
niya kaysa nanalo.  O, di ba?  Totoo ‘yan! 
[Our government is worse.  They brought us to foolishness. The 
politicians today are like children.  If they bring a truck of alcohol to 
the people, people would vote for them.  They would give noodles and 
give the women things.  You’re a winner!  The candidates are happy!  
They treat us like children, and we no longer use our brains.  We 
should scrutinize candidates.  We shouldn’t vote for someone just 
because he/she slipped 500 pesos to us.  Another candidate would give 
us 300.  And so we would vote for the candidate who gave us 500.  
That’s what happens during elections.  A candidate who lost won’t 
admit defeat because he/she spent more than the winner.  That’s 
true!]61
 
Concluding Remarks: Politics of Emotion in Everyday Lives 
This chapter attempted to enter the thoughts and actions of the masa or the 
non-politicians in understanding their notion of “doing” politics.  We adopted the 
socio-cultural approach rather than the institutional/structural approach in order to 
                                                 






relate the politics of culture within everyday “resistance” and the language of 
emotion.  One way of doing this was to decode the meaning of popular politics by 
explicating the language of emotions in ordinary people’s everyday encounters with 
politicians, and the cultural meanings that underpin those emotional states of social 
behavior.  The analysis always seemed to bring us back to the central preoccupation 
of the informants: the loob (inner being).  
The terms kilatis/kalkulasyon (scrutiny/calculation) and kita/tignan 
(see/observe) refer to the mechanisms of language and feeling that ordinary people 
employ to determine their very own interpretation of politics vis-à-vis pulitika.  
Pulitika is only seen as a game (laro) among the mayaman or politicians to maneuver 
the voters through their promises, or pangako.  The articulation of politics in ordinary 
people’s context does not necessarily occur within formal institutions or election time.  
To be able to do kilatis/kalkulasyon requires the reading of the gawa (action) that a 
politician has undertaken in the domain of people’s everyday lives, involving a 
constant flow of tulong before and after election.  More so is that a politician who 
understands the loob of people, which ordinary people are able to feel through the 
reading of the mukha (face), is a good person with magandang loob (good will).   
In this regard, “good” politicians are also someone that can be felt 
(mararamdaman) from one loob to another loob.  In this chapter we identified 
pakiramdam (feeling) as an essential characteristic of the inner being (loob), a way of 
knowing through feeling. We also explored how one’s understanding of his past 
experiences, or the lakaran that one has undertaken in life, enables ordinary people 
express their resistance or even adaptation to political realities. The approach we have 
taken is by no means unique. This chapter shares similar insights with Ileto’s 





than vertical bonding.  In his analysis of Tagalog peasant movements, Ileto shows that 
the struggle for independence (kalayaan) was possible and meaningful owing to the 
notion of exchange among loob at the horizontal plane.  The leaders of popular 
movements, like some of the politicians described in this chapter, came down to the 
level of their followers, partaking of food with them, or even humbling themselves in 
a manner akin to Christ’s example in the Pasyon. Thus, Ileto notes, “begging and the 
acceptance of food, shelter and protective care create, not a subordinate - 
superordinate relationship, but a horizontal one akin to love…The debtor is the man 
of power.”62  It is recognition of the loob of a leader, or the quality in him of being 
mabait and having a magandang loob, that enables the debtors to negotiate their 
relations with those above them in a meaningful way. 
The discussion on utang na loob also shows how utang (debt) is different from 
the loob (inner being). By separating and identifying the functions of both utang and 
the loob, this chapter concludes that utang is evaluated through the grid of economic 
interest, while the loob belongs to a separate domain marked by the desire to attain an 
authentic self and thus freedom. Fenella Cannell even goes further by arguing that the 
relationship (of negotiation, domination, resistance) between a healer and the spirit, 
and the healer and the people who seek help, is not composed of utang and loob, but 
“the idiom of experiences and feeling…[that] emphasize pity, reluctance, oppression, 
affection and desire rather than debt, reciprocity or exchange.”63
  The discussion on utang na loob in Tanauan also identifies a manifestation of 
the desire to escape the hierarchy through the search for a “harmonization” of loob 
between giver and recipient: the manifestation of malapit/malayo.  The social 
concepts of malapit and malayo suggest that to approach someone, the seeker is at the 
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same time scrutinizing those who are being approached.  Loob is at play whereby 
those who can be approached are always those who are seen as trustworthy, 
approachable, know how to pakisama, and have the ability to enter the heart (puso).  
In other words, those who approach are negotiating the loob of those who are being 
approached.  When “harmonization” of loob is felt in the manifestations of malapit, 
one is freed from the social hierarchy imposed by the utang. 
The discussions in this chapter have also included the scrutiny of the self 
(sarili).  In dealing with the sarili or sariling sikap (self-help) the importance of the 
loob is also highlighted. To have sariling sikap means to have a loob that has been 
cultivated and purified through the lakaran.  Lakaran is seen as a journey full of 
obstacles and difficulties whereby ordinary people are able to endure all sorts of trials 
and thus are able to purify their loob. This makes them confident in making 
judgments about the self and others.  This is always manifested in the sariling sikap 
where it connotes the idea of the ability to control the self, to suspend the loob from 
being contaminated, and finally to achieve freedom or happiness.   This in turn, 
conforms to our discussion of malapit/malayo, the achievement of freedom through 
“harmonization” of loob among politicians and ordinary people.  Again, to scrutinize 
or calculate, to resist or to abide within the context of the lakaran, in ordinary 
people’s understanding of politics, is to negotiate the self (sarili) with the others 
through their control of loob embedded in the language of emotion, i.e., 
nararamdaman (feeling), knowing through feeling.  
Finally, the chapter has tried to tease out what “politics” also means to 
ordinary people, beginning with another glance at the common term, pulitika.  In 
Ileto’s definition: 
Pulitika is the perception of politics as a process of bargaining, with 





colonial power and its native wards was pulitika.  At another level, it 
refers to the practices by which leaders cultivate ties of personal 
loyalty and indebtedness to them, or simply attract votes.64  
 
Resil Mojares argues that in the Philippines, “pulitika is not politics (whether 
construed broadly as the totality of public or civic life or narrowly as democratic 
bargaining or consensus building). Rather, it is that field of politics largely 
constructed and dominated by the elites.” 65   In Mojares’s definition, “pulitika is 
imaged in terms of elite factional competition (inilungay sa katungdanan), 
manipulation (maneobra), spectacle, and dissimulation.”66   
Both definitions of pulitika above reverberate with the perceptions of ordinary 
people in Tanauan regarding pulitika - that it is a game dominated by the elites, the 
mayaman, and the pulitiko, introduced during election times to involve the people in 
politics and to introduce various strategems with which to court votes.  In sum, to 
study popular politics, we are required to extend the scope of politics to include 
pulitika but to go beyond it as well.  To understand what politics really means to the 
people we need to incorporate the politics of emotion in their everyday lives, and 
realign our analytical sights to the all-important idiom of loob, expressed in various 
social concepts such as pakiramdam, malapit/malayo, magandang loob, mabait, 
utang na loob, and sariling sikap. The next chapter will show that each of these 
concepts have their own connotations with the religiosity of the ordinary people.  
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CHAPTER 5: Religious Ideas in the Politics of Moral Order 
 
The politics of moral order manifested through loob (inner being) poses a 
deeper question that deserves attention in a separate chapter: What forms or shapes 
the loob of ordinary people that enables them to manifest a critical and discerning 
attitude (kilatis or scrutiny and kalkulasyon or calculation), that enables them to “feel” 
(pakiramdam), and that provides them with an understanding of the ideal moral fabric 
of a person (tao) that is sought after in a politician?  In this chapter, the “religiosity” 
of the ordinary people is analyzed.  It is argued that the construction of popular 
politics and a conception of moral order have an intimate relation with ordinary 
people’s everyday practices of religion.  The chapter thus presents an analysis of the 
religious practices in Barangay Gonzales, with emphasis on the rosaryo (rosary) 
prayers.  Also demonstrated here are ordinary people’s perceptions of leaders 
(necessarily limited to the politicians) and their desires and ideas for a better society. 
This chapter is thus arranged in five parts.  The first part briefly indicates the 
practices of rosaryo (rosary) in Barangay Gonzales using both a rosaryo booklet and 
a song or awit.  These practices of rosaryo are indicative of how ordinary people 
understand politics and their relations with politicians (as well as non-politicians) with 
regard to tulong (help) and loob.  The second part deals with the first “mysteries” of 
the rosaryo: the sorrowful mysteries are used here to analyze the religious concepts of 
kaligtasan (salvation), malasakit (compassion and sacrifice), and pagsubok (trials) in 
relation to tulong and the purification of loob.  In the third part, the religious ideas of 
matuwid (righteous), pagtutulungan (help each other), and biyaya (blessing) help us 
to understand the rationality in ordinary people’s interpretation of “saintly” qualities 





(light) is dealt with.  This looks at how ordinary people understand the concept of 
freedom and how this relates to their desire for a better society.  The final part brings 
everything together in a conclusion.   
 
Rosaryo: Religiosity, Spirituality and Morality 
There was a pair of twins in Tanauan City whom neighbors knew as healers 
for they could cure illnesses and drive bad spirits away.  Due to this, however, one of 
the twins’ relatives became jealous and gave them a kind of drink shortly before Holy 
Week of 2005, supposedly to make them better healers.  Unfortunately, this drink 
made the twins ill and neighbors believed that an evil spirit had possessed them.  By 
the time Holy Week came, the twins’ illness became worse and made them more 
aggressive.  Their family was forced to resort to tying them to their beds for two 
weeks in order to calm them down and prevent them from roaming the city.  In the 
end, only one of the twins survived the ordeal; the other was said to have “given” his 
life for his brother. 
After the surviving twin underwent medical treatment as well as spiritual 
healing, I had an opportunity to have a brief conversation with him.  He told me that 
when he was young he did not believe in anting-anting (amulets) until he 
accompanied his father during one Holy Week to witness how powerful an anting-
anting was.  His grandfather, a local healer (arbularyo), conducted the “test” by 
drawing a picture of an altar on a piece of paper with an eye at the center.  He then 
attached this to a tree trunk.  Afterwards, he shot the paper with a gun.  After three 
shots, the piece of paper remained intact.  One of the observers challenged his 
grandfather on the strength of the anting-anting by insisting on a fourth attempt.  The 





would happen to him on the fourth attempt.  The observer insisted on going ahead 
with it.  A fourth shot was fired and the bullet bounced back towards the observer.  
Fortunately, it did not hit him.  The surviving twin told me that during his illness, he 
saw a light – liwanag – and believed that he was in heaven (langit).  According to 
him, these experiences are indescribable and yet the feeling was real.  
The spirit possession, the healing, the trance, and the anting-anting are not 
regarded as unusual to people in the Philippines.  The incident of being possessed by a 
spirit is not unique to the twins either, for similar other stories are told and retold 
throughout the country.  Reflecting the Christian majority of the population, it is 
during the Holy Week period that most believers, especially those who possess or 
practice anting-anting, would test the strength of the magical powers of their anting-
anting.  Not all the people in Tanauan possess anting-anting to the degree that the 
twins had.  Anting-anting is associated with the inner strength or state of loob of the 
believer.  To have the anting-anting tested successfully requires the cleanliness, 
purity, and faith of the believers’ loob.  This requires constant discipline, effort, 
motivation, and strict practices for the control of the loob.  
There is an important social phenomenon that can be extrapolated from the 
incident above, namely the religious backgrounds of moral politics.  The incident 
above might raise an eyebrow for some people who are of the opinion that this is mere 
superstition and therefore has no scientific basis as to its objectivity or “realness.”  
This view emerges from the fact that what is perhaps incomprehensible to the 
“modern” mind—as Ileto discovered in his research during the 1970s—is not deemed 
worthy of academic study.1  Hence, we should not discount the experiences of the 
twins above, as well as the meanings they have attached to these experiences.  In 
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particular, the way the surviving twin interprets liwanag is important as it also 
surfaces in other people’s understanding of the concept as they experience it in their 
everyday lives.   This said, I attempt to identify what the liwanag and other related 
religious ideas mean to people and how these are linked to popular politics, rather 
than ask why people such as the twins engage themselves with spiritual healing and 
how the possession constitutes a form of resistance.2
The purpose of rosaryo praying/recitation is to be reminded of and to recall 
the principal events or “mysteries” of the life, passion, and death of Jesus Christ, and 
the role of Mother Mary in the events.  The rosaryo consists of three “mysteries:” the 
Joyful Mysteries (prayed on Mondays and Saturdays, and which relate to the birth of 
Christ), the Sorrowful Mysteries (prayed on Tuesdays and Fridays and relate to 
Christ’s suffering and death), and the Glorious Mysteries (prayed on Wednesdays and 
Sundays, which relate to Christ’s resurrection and the glories of heaven).3   
According to pious tradition, a rosary prayer was instituted by the Blessed 
Virgin Mary in the 13th century and introduced to St. Dominic (1170-1221, founder of 
the Dominicans) to help him in the crusade against the Albigensians.4  The earliest 
form of the rosary was the Latin Ave Maria (Hail Mary), which dates back to the 12th 
                                                 
2 Fenella Cannell, Power and Intimacy in the Christian Philippines.  Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila 
University Press, 1999, especially on Part II: Healing and the Spirits; Robert S. Love, The Samahan of 
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Vintage Publishing, 2004); Masakazu Tanaka, “Religion in Everyday Life” in The Oxford India 
Companion to Sociology and Social Anthropology, ed. Veena Das (Delhi, Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2003), 861-883; Andrew C. Willford, “The Modernist Vision from Below: Malaysian Hinduism 
and the ‘Way of Prayers’” in Spirited Politics: Religion and Public Life in Contemporary Southeast 
Asia, eds. Andrew C. Willford and Kenneth M. George (Ithaca, New York: Southeast Asian Program 
Publication, Cornell University, 2005), 45-68; Andrew Willford, “Possession and Displacement in 
Kuala Lumpur’s Ethnic Landscape” International Social Science Journal 55, 175 (March 2003): 99-
110. 
3 Pope John Paul II added the Luminous Mysteries in 16 October 2002. 
4  Fr. Paolo O. Pirlo, The New Rosary (Paranaque City: Sons of Holy Mary Immaculate-Quality 
Catholic Publication, 2002), 55-59; Anne Winston, “Tracing the Origins of the Rosary: German 
Vernacular Texts,” Speculum 68, 3 (1993): 619-636; Michael P. Carroll, “Praying the Rosary: The 






century5 and it was not until after 1400 that the lives of Jesus Christ and Mary were 
associated with praying the rosary.6  It was in the late 13th century that the language of 
rosary texts was translated from Latin into the vernaculars.7  As early as 1480, the 
printed rosary books/booklets were published consisting of various forms from 200, 
165, 150, 93, sixty-three, thirty-three, twelve, and five meditations.  Towards the end 
of the 15th century, the scale-downed set of fifteen meditations was selected due to 
their simple narrative coherence, and also due to the demand by the majority of the 
people.8  These fifteen meditations called “mysteries” were standardized and now 
comprises the rosary praying for modern devotees.  
Rosary praying is a daily practice of individuals or among family members.  
On the month leading to Undas, known as “Day of the Dead” or “All Saints Day” on 
November 1 and 2, the people in Gonzales organize a sort of prayer group where 
house-to-house (dinadala bahay-bahay) visits are conducted.  This is a voluntary and 
community-oriented program, and not all of the precincts (sitio) of Barangay 
Gonzales have the same practice.  Aside from the booklet that contains the specific 
prayers that need to be recited, the people in Gonzales also use awit for their rosaryo 
praying.  Instead of reciting the usual rosaryo, the people of Gonzales also pray the 
rosary in the form of songs or awit.  Such awit is obtained from the priest of Tanauan 
Church, and most of the elderly obtain a copy of the songs written in their own small 
booklet.  
During my second fieldwork in Barangay Gonzales conducted in October and 
November 2005, the village elders organized a group that visited households to 
encourage families to pray the rosary.  This activity was conducted from the 
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beginning of October until early November to coincide with the event of Undas.9  In 
Sitio Camalig within Barangay Gonzales, house-to-house praying of rosaryo took 
place via a group composed of an average of five to six persons.  The numbers grew 
when the original group visited more houses, as each household was obliged to send 
one family member to join in the succeeding visits to other families.  Such practices 
manifest a type of social behavior in the neighborhood since each household is treated 
as an equal, and blessings (biyaya) are to be distributed equally among the barangay 
folk.  Women, especially the elderly, mostly composed the rosaryo praying.  They 
were the people who initiated the practices and were the ones who organized and 
regularly conducted the praying from one house to the next.  The hours of the prayers 
started from 7.00 or 7.30 in the evening and ended after an hour or so later.  Only one 
house was visited in one day.    
 
The “Sorrowful Mysteries” in Everyday Struggles 
The “sorrowful mysteries”10 pertain to Christ’s journey towards crucifixion 
and the sufferings he undergoes: the prayer for strength, the trial by Pontius Pilate, 
and the journey to Calvary.  Along the journey is the continuous presence of Mother 
Mary.  The praying of rosaryo in these “mysteries” is to recall the prayers about the 
life and the sacrifices that Jesus Christ had gone through and to feel the sorrow and 
love of Mother Mary towards her son’s sufferings, sacrifices, courage, and 
perseverance.   
The social concept of tulong (help) is intimately related to the religious idea of 
asking tulong from the Panginoon (Lord God) for strength (lakas).  People find 
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resonance between, on one hand, the struggles/trials they experience and their need to 
ask God for strength, and on the other, how even Jesus had to go through trials and 
had to ask God for help.  As reflected in the so-called sorrowful mysteries in the 
rosary, Jesus was praying in the garden of Gethsemane knowing full well that he 
would be put on trial (and thereafter crucified) the next day.  In short, Christ knew 
that he had to go through what was required of him in order to save mankind from the 
“ravages of sin.”  Jesus agonized over this and so he prayed to God for strength.  
Finally, he submitted to God by saying that his will would be done.  In the “sorrowful 
mysteries,” there are three religious concepts that are worth analyzing in relation to 
our discussion of tulong and loob: the kaligtasan (salvation), which is dealt with here, 
the malasakit (sacrifice, compassion), and pagsubok (trials), which will be dealt with 
in later sections.   
 
Kaligtasan (Salvation) and Tulong 
The metaphor for asking for salvation is evident not just in religious texts, but 
also in the field.  Two interviewees below expressed this metaphor: 
Pag sumaksak sa isip ko, Panginoon, salamat po sa kalakasan na 
ipinagkaloob mo sa akin.  Salamat po sa pagkakataong ito na ako’y 
nakagawa ng paglalaba.  Salamat po, o, Diyos na sa iyong 
pagdadalamhati, Panginoon, ibinigay mo sa akin ang lakas.  
Tulungan mo po akong matapos.  Parang ang dali kong natatapos!  
Nararanasan ko.11
[When it enters my mind, Lord, thank you for the strength you gave 
me.  Thank you for this opportunity to do the laundry.  Thank you, 
God, for your sacrifices,  Lord, give me strength. Help me finish this. 
It’s as if I finish fast! This is my experience.] 
 
Halimbawa, marami akong problema, for example, financial.  
Kalimitan, nag-aaway kaming mag-asawa, ganyan.  Problema sa 
pera, …sick [ang] mga bata.  Pero minsan nagdadasal ako, parang 
may time na sa ibang paraan dumarating ‘yong pangangailangan 
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namin.  Natutugunan basta nagdasal lang kami, atsaka magaan ‘yong 
loob ko pag nagdadasal.  Hindi katulad ng iba, matigas ang puso, ma-
pride.  / Lumapit ka lang sa ‘kin, tutulungan kita, di ba?   Mababasa 
mo ‘yon sa Bible.  If you have a problem, just call me. / Minsan ‘yong 
mensahe nagkakatugma sa problema ng tao, ganon.  Kaya minsan, 
pag nagsisimba ka, naiyak ka. / Parang magiging strong ka.  Malakas 
‘yong loob mo.12
[For example, I have many problems with finances, quarrelling with 
my husband, money problems, my children get sick.  I pray when I 
need to.  I feel easy inside when I pray.  Others’ hearts are hard 
because of their pride. / The Bible indicates that God said you 
approach Him.  If you have a problem, just call me, God said. / 
Sometimes the messages (of the Bible) match what people need to 
address their problem.  This is why sometimes when you pray, you 
cry. / …to make you strong from inside.] 
 
There are countless dialogues of this sort that talk of tulong from the 
Panginoon (the Lord), whether they are uttered by Catholics or Born Again 
Christians.  Ate Remy, a Catholic turned Born Again, was a former president of the 
Gonzales women’s group.  Her faith in the Born Again religion became stronger when 
one of her daughters died of leukemia.  When her daughter passed away, Ate Remy 
became weak (mahina) spiritually and physically to the extent that she had to close 
down her canteen business.  However, she was able to cope with the sadness, the loss, 
and the anger.  Her constant emotive expressions in seeking strength from the 
Panginoon can be understood from her religious beliefs.  As a Born Again, she 
believes that if one truly has faith (kalakasan) in the Panginoon, he/she will be saved 
from the miseries of life.13  Her calling for strength from the Panginoon is constantly 
expressed through the concept of tulong.   
Lanie, a housewife, resides in Barangay Gonzales since her resignation as a 
salesperson in one of the shopping malls in Quaipo, Manila.  Lanie has been 
struggling to search for more financial means to support her family despite her 
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husband’s job as a caretaker of a fish cottage.  Lanie is currently a laundrywoman 
(known as labandera) for her cousin at Barangay Wawa to lessen the financial burden 
of her husband.  Similarly, Lanie prays for strength from the Panginoon, as it is her 
spiritual way of coping with life’s problems, such as sickness, financial problems, and 
marriage issues.  Her praying for strength is also associated with asking for tulong.  
Once the Panginoon answers her prayers, she would feel at ease (magaan ‘yong loob 
ko) and become strong (malakas ‘yong loob ko). 
Alongside reflecting on the “sorrowful mysteries,” praying the rosary also 
entails singing the following awit, which is heard during Undas.  The awit (song) 
highlights the Panginoon (God) who is called upon for help and for strength:  
Buksan ang Aming Puso 
 
Buksan ang aming Puso, 
turuan mong mag-alab 
sa bawat pagkukuro lahat 
ay makayakap 
 
Buksan ang aming isip, 
sikatan ng liwanag 
nang kusang matangkilik 
tungkulin mabanaag. 
 
Buksan ang aming palad, 
sarili’y maialay 
tulungan mong ihanap kami ng bagong malay. 
 
 
Open Our Hearts 
 
Open our hearts 
stir our passions 
so that each opinion/viewpoint 
is embraced. 
 
Open our minds 
shine a light 
so that we can appreciate, 






Open our palms 
so we can offer ourselves 
help us find new knowledge. 
 
Tulong in the awit is represented in the act of pagbubukas or opening up.  The 
prayer requests God to open the hearts (puso), the minds (isip), and the palms (palad) 
of people in order to obtain love/passion, light, and new knowledge, respectively.  As 
indicated by Leonardo N. Mercado, loob (manifested through bait/mabait) is different 
from isip.  The former stresses reasoning through the puso or heart, while the latter 
through the head (thought).14  An interesting point in the awit is that puso or loob (the 
inner being) is put in the first sequence of the awit, followed by isip, and lastly the 
palad.  Puso is treated as the foundation where the isip is based and where the 
materialization of strength represented by palad is achieved. 
To be able to be saved from the miseries of life, the puso is the most essential 
foundation of strength (lakas).  Lakas can be obtained from the tulong of the 
Panginoon who can make the puso strong by opening the conscious isip of the people.  
Isip brings light (liwanag) by making one negotiate his/her sins (sala), such as anger 
and sadness, and thereafter transforming the person’s puso/loob into become stronger.  
This interpretation of sins (sala) and sacrifices (discussed in the next section) is not 
seen as penance or repentance for one’s sins but is negotiable through the purification 
of loob or making the loob strong (lakas).15  In this regard, the lakas ng loob is the 
ability to face problems and to find solutions to problems in order to free oneself from 
misery.  This is achieved by cultivating the ability of the self to face trials by fulfilling 
one’s duties and obligations.  If the puso/loob achieves these requirements (i.e., by 
virtue of being malakas ang loob), one can survive, be free, and get by life’s 
                                                 
14 Leonardo N. Mercado, “Loob, Body, Self, Bait” in The Filipino Mind: Philippine Philosophical 
Studies II, Cultural Heritage and Contemporary Change, Series III, Asia, Vol. 8, 17.  Accessible from 
http://www.crvp.org/book/Series03/III-8/chapter_ii.htm . 
15 Vicente L. Rafael, Contracting Colonialism: Translation and Christian Conversion in Tagalog 





encounters through the tulong of the Panginoon.  In looking at Ate Remy’s and 
Lanie’s call for help from the Panginoon, the expression of Ate Remy’s “Parang ang 
dali kong natatapos! ” (It’s as if I finish fast!) and Lanie’s feeling of ease, “magaan 
‘yong loob ko” (I feel lighthearted), indicate that the asking for tulong is a social 
concept that provides the strength (kalakasan) of the puso/loob (heart/inner being) to 
a person in need of salvation in life, that is, to be free from its miseries.  
There is, then, a parallelism between the tulong obtained from the Panginoon 
and the tulong from a politician.  In the previous chapter, tulong was analyzed as a 
social concept where both politicians and non-politicians were conscious of its 
importance in society.  The politician attempts to create a moral-oriented government 
by providing tulong to create an image of him/her as a mabait na tao (good person), a 
person who has kalinisan ng loob (clean heart).  Meanwhile, when the ordinary 
people or constituents seek tulong, it is essential for them to identify first who is easy 
to approach (madaling lapitan) and by virtue of such; they consciously and constantly 
scrutinize (kilatis) the loob of a leader. 
When tulong is given by a politician in the form of barangay (village) 
projects, free medicines, free foods, etc., tulong is transformed into an act of salvation 
whereby those who provide it have made those who receive it able to obtain a 
renewed sense of vigor in life (kalakasan), to be free from at least some of life’s 
miseries, and to achieve a more harmonious existence, figured as the liwanag (light).  
Thus, a mabait na tao (good hearted person) is seen as a person (tao) who is willing to 
“save” the poor from the miseries of life through tulong.  The act of kaligtasan 
(salvation) is to make the poor person free from miseries.  It is in this sense that the 
parallelism between the tulong obtained from the Panginoon and from politicians 





politicians, people then see these entities in a different light, i.e., they see them (i.e., 
the politicians) now as “saviors” who not only ease people’s burdens, but also allow 
them to become malakas (strong).   
 
Malasakit (Compassion, Sacrifice) and Tulong 
This manifestation of being a “savior” has to be accompanied by another 
religious idea, which is the notion of sacrifice (malasakit).  Malasakit means showing 
compassion, solitude, concern, or genuine interest.  When malasakit is used with the 
mag- verb form, which is magmalasakit, it means to feel concern or solitude for, or to 
manifest interest in something or someone’s affairs.  In the context of tulong, 
magmalasakit is translated as “to sacrifice,” that is, to have compassion in offering 
help, regardless of the weight of the burden that will be carried and without asking 
any favor in return.  As we will explain later, the appreciation of such sacrifices by the 
recipient is not a sign of total submission. Instead, the sacrifices made by the provider 
are accompanied by the recipient’s scrutiny of the motivations (or the loob) of the 
person making the sacrifices, thus enabling the recipient to recognize whether the 
provider does have compassion for others’ hardships and whether or not s/he is ready 
to provide tulong out of genuine interest coming from the loob. 
The tulong by the Panginoon is all the more appreciated because of what he  
(the Lord God) relinquished for mankind’s salvation.  It logically follows, therefore, 
that any person wanting to help others (by virtue of holding political office, for 
example) must be willing to make similar sacrifices.  Going back to the “sorrowful 
mysteries” of the rosary, which talks about Jesus’ journey towards his crucifixion and 
the sufferings he encountered, these are seen as his sacrifices for the sake of offering 





the atonement of sins (sala) that one has committed.  It has more to do with the 
attitude of endurance of hardship and unconditioned offering of tulong that constitute 
the sacrifices.  That is to say, to sacrifice is to be able to endure suffering for the sake 
of others. 
The general idea of “sacrifice” is showcased in the experiences of Janing 
Suarez, a barangay (village) councilwoman (in office since 2000) who said that her 
being voted a barangay councilor was mostly due to the tulong she gave to people 
while she was a volunteer in a women’s organization since 1983.  In addition to this, 
she and her sister (who used to be a teacher and who is now working in Canada) 
established a scholarship program for elementary school children from grades 1 to 6.  
Currently, they have fifteen scholars.  This consequently helped boost her reputation 
for making sacrifices to help others despite her husband’s lack of support in her 
involvement in such activities.  
[Noong] ako’y nangampanya, totally hindi ako nag-house-to-house.  
Kumbaga, simula’t sapul, may hawak akong tao.  Iyon 
ngang…kababaihan – member ng kababaihan [organization], hawak 
ko iyan.  Kumbaga, ako ang presidente…[at] may nakatanim na ako 
sa kanilang pagtulong.  May kabutihan na akong naitanim sa kanila, 
ganon.  Oo, so kilala na nila ako.  Nakakatulong na ako sa kanila.  
Kaya noong ako’y kumandidato, kumbaga sinabi ko lang sa kanila, 
“O, kakandidato ako.”  Sabi [nila], “O sige, tutulungan ka namin,” 
ganyan.  [H]indi na ako nagpunta sa bahay-bahay. / [W]ala akong 
nagastos, hindi ako gumastos.  Ang parang inano ko laang noon, 
iyong itinanim kong kabutihan dati, parang iyon ang kanilang nakita 
kaya nila ako naiboto; pangdalawa nga ako eh. / Atsaka, syempre, 
pagka ikaw ay may natulungan, siguro iyon ang kanilang inaano.  Oo, 
natatandaan nila ang natulong mo.16
[When I was campaigning, I didn’t do house-to-house visits.  From the 
very beginning, I already had a solid base of people who would 
support me.  The women are my supporters.  I’m the president of the 
women’s association.  And then, even before I campaigned, I have 
already planted in them the help I gave them.  I’ve already planted 
something good in them.  Yes, so they know me already.  I’ve been 
able to help them in the past.  That’s why when I did run for office, I 
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just told them, “I’m running for office.”  They said, “Go ahead, we’ll 
help you.”  I didn’t go house-to-house.  /  I didn’t spend anything.  The 
good that I’ve planted in them is what they saw so that’s why they 
voted for me.  I won second. / Maybe if you’ve helped people, they’ll 
remember you.] 
 
When we uncover the rationale behind her confidence, we find that it relates to 
the loob that she has cultivated during the time when she was a volunteer worker. Her 
confidence in her elected post as barangay (village) councilwoman for the second 
term is derived from her belief that the sacrifices she made for the people as a 
volunteer and the scholarships she and her sister provided have made a difference in 
how people perceive her.  Her statement, “May kabutihan na akong naitanim sa 
kanila” (I have planted the seeds of goodness among the people), connotes the social 
meanings of the sacrifice deriving from her loob that she had cultivated and were 
being felt by her constituents.  Buti or kabutihan means moral goodness or virtue.  
The metaphor of planting good seeds connotes the meaning that if one has endured 
hardship (i.e., her being a volunteer without income and her husband’s lack of 
support) and has unconditionally offered one’s time and effort for the welfare of the 
community, one would be rewarded with good harvest/happiness, for the good seeds 
would be reciprocated with good returns and vice-versa.  This moral goodness 
interpreted in the context of tulong, is perceived as a sacrifice on her part because the 
tulong she constantly provided showcases her empathy or sympathy for someone and 
was done without asking for anything in return.  As a result, the act of giving tulong 
has “implanted” (naitanim) or has cultivated a sense of her magandang loob (good 
will) into people’s hearts (puso) rather than being seen by people as a strategy to 
make way for her political career.   Because of this, according to her, she did not have 
to resort to either vote buying or any political strategy (such as conducting house-to-





In another interviews, Kuya Kano states that a leader’s sacrifices are the object 
of scrutiny.  They are always associated with the quality of the leader’s puso/loob, 
which in turn is intimately tied in with how s/he extends tulong.  
Ang pagpili namin, iyong, halimbawa, talagang kilala naming dito 
siya tubo, nagmamalasakit siya kahit hindi pa siya tumatakbo sa 
larangan  ng ganon.  [N]apapag-aralan namin iyon.17
[We choose by looking at someone who is originally from here, who 
can make sacrifices even if he is not yet in office. We scrutinize that.] 
 
Meron ding mga ilan-ilang mabababa ‘yong loob, ibig sabihin, bukal 
ang puso, matulungin.  Pag nakitang may tutulungan, talagang 
natulong sila ng buong puso.  Pero dapat number one ‘yan, ipakikita 
‘yan ng mga nanunungkulan.  Kung ikaw ay nasa gobyerno at hinalal 
ka ng tao, dapat balik mo sa tao ‘yong pagkakalagay sa ‘yo.  Kaso 
may mga tao rito, hinalal mo na, lumapit ka sa kanya, pahihirapan ka 
pa.  Maraming nangyayari dito. 18
[There are also some who are humble and whose hearts are open to 
help.  These people really help with all their hearts.  But those in 
power should show these traits.  If you’re in government, it means that 
the people voted for you.  This means that you should give back to the 
people what they did for you.  What happens here is that people vote 
for someone and then you approach him/her for help, and he/she will 
put you through so many troubles.  That happens a lot here.] 
 
An interesting point of Kuya Kano’s is his association of puso/loob with 
tulong in describing sacrifice.  Those who are able to provide tulong should have, in 
his view, the quality of being willing to make sacrifices (nagmamalasakit siya).  His 
statement about “mababa ‘yong puso” connotes the meaning of being humble, of 
superordinates being able to bring themselves down a notch from their position in the 
upper social strata, of sacrificing their pride or even their egos (to gain support), and 
of providing tulong without asking or expecting anything in return (e.g., to be in 
office).  This is stressed even further by Kuya Kano’s words about “bukal ang puso” 
and “buong puso” because these connote that a leader must help wholeheartedly 
without any vested interests.  The sacrifice of the provider manifested in the act of 
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tulong is not perceived in a hierarchical manner but in reciprocal terms: the act of 
sacrifice is taken as a subject of scrutiny.  
In sum, all this is similar to the actions of Christ who willingly sacrificed 
himself for the salvation of mankind.  This act is that of tulong from the able to the 
poor.  For the providers of tulong, their act is scrutinized not so much on the basis of 
their having extended a helping hand in a straightforward, functional manner, but 
even more importantly, whether they were willing to make such sacrifices, to forgo 
their own needs and desires.  To benefit from sacrifice in the form of tulong does not 
necessarily mean that the recipients blindly submit to the provider of such help.  
Ordinary people in fact scrutinize the purported sacrifice - whether the provider has 
“endured” hardship, which would have helped to purify the provider’s loob and 
verified his capability for leadership.  After all, the model for this activity is no less 
than Christ’s sacrifice and endurance of suffering in his journey to Calvary. 
 
Mga Pagsubok (Trials), Lakaran, and the Sarili 
In the previous chapter, the social concepts of lakaran and sariling sikap were 
discussed.  Both pertain to life’s hardship and the self-reliant attitude of the poor.  In 
this section, both concepts are linked to the religious idea of pagsubok or undergoing 
trials.  The pain and sufferings of Christ under Pontius Pilate, such as in the scourging 
at the pillar, the crowning of thorns, and the carrying of the cross to Mount Calvary 
are seen as his lakaran (journey).  To ordinary people’s interpretation, the journey of 
Christ (the sufferings and pain) is analogous to their pagsubok (trials) in life, such as 
their financial problems, health issues, etc., and that Christ’s willpower to persevere in 
the lakaran is comparable to one’s sariling sikap that one has to carry out.  The 





perseverance in accepting the pagsubok to reach happiness.  This implies that to 
obtain happiness requires endurance to surmount obstacles, as well as a continuous 
effort to reach an objective instead of relying solely on God’s grace, which would 
amount to a sort of submission.  This is indicated in the following passage from my 
interview with Ate Carmen: 
Hindi ka pwedeng dumepend kasi pag namihasa ka na, pilay 
(crippled) ka na pagdating ng oras na binitawan ka na.  Wala kang 
lakas ng loob.  Hindi ka lalaban sa takbo ng buhay. / Ako din, [kahit] 
anong klaseng sugal, naranasan ko na. ‘Yong ika nga, sa salita namin, 
sugal ng buhay.  ‘Yong ikot ng sistema ng pamumuhay mo, lahat na 
nasubukan mo na.19
[You can’t depend on others because when the time comes, you can’t 
act on your own.  You won’t have a strong sense of self.  You won’t 
be able to fight in life. / I’ve experienced all kinds of gambling – in our 
words, the gamble of life.  This is the guideline of your life, you are 
always being put to the test.] 
 
This interview was about the problems Ate Carmen was facing, i.e., problems 
in purchasing a house and the oppression she underwent when she was working in a 
factory.  In her observation, life is uncertain and full of obstacles.  To be able to 
control the direction of one’s life, one is required to be independent or to rely on one’s 
own will (sariling sikap) in facing life’s problems.  Ate Carmen’s persistence in being 
independent indicates that these difficulties are a sort of trial (pagsubok) that one 
needs to face.  Pagsubok, expressed as “lahat na nasubukan mo na” (you are always 
being put to the test) is seen as a guide in life (ikot ng sistema ng pamumuhay), 
expressed as the “sugal ng buhay” (gamble of life).  Life is analogous to gambling, 
full of uncertainty, hopes, desires, greed, pain, and suffering; yet this gambling is 
perceived as trials in life that require one to have the will (i.e., sariling sikap) to fight 
against and overcome the trials.  Instead of seeing the trials as submission to one’s 
sins, which requires one to repent from his/her sins, one has to “fight in life” (lalaban 
                                                 






sa takbo ng buhay). To succeed in these fights/trials, one has to have the “inner 
strength” (lakas ng loob) to dare confront such trials.  Such practice of fighting in the 
face of trials is to attain freedom from the miseries associated with the said trials.  
Thus, pagsubok is a guide toward happiness that one should face by oneself (sariling 
sikap) in one’s lakaran. 
This is also indicated in the interview below with Ate Emmy: 
Magtiis ka at hindi ka pababayaan.  [N]asa Bible ‘yan. / …, kung ako 
hindi matatag, wala na.  Talagang isang ilaw, isang haligi.  Talagang 
matatag na ako.  Ang tao, [kung] matatag ka, hindi ka pababayaan ng 
Panginoon sa mga pagsubok na dumadating sa iyo.  Basta humingi ka 
lang ng tulong sa Kanya, umaga, tanghali, pag gising mo, kakain ka, 
salamat, Panginoon [sa] ibinigay mong biyaya ngayon.  ‘Yon ang 
akin.  Kaya kung naiyak man ako, share ko lang sa ‘yo ang aking 
nadadama, [mga] dinanas ko sa aking buhay.  Hindi ako naiyak ng 
ako.  Ang aking iyak ay ‘yong naranasan ko at kung bakit nakayanan 
ko.20
[Have patience and you will be taken care of.  This is in the Bible. / 
…if I weren’t tough, nothing would have become of me.  I’m really 
tough, like a light and a wall.  If a person is tough, the Lord would take 
care of you whenever you experience trials.  Just ask help from Him, 
morning, noon, when you wake up, when you eat, thank the Lord for 
the blessings you gave us now.  If I cry, I’ll just share with you what I 
feel, what I went through in life.  When I cry, I cry because of my 
experiences and why (or how) I got through them.] 
 
Ate Emmy lost her husband and had to raise her three children by selling 
whatever she had at hand.  She refused to remarry in order to avoid the painstaking 
process of losing a loved one yet again.  She constantly thanks the Panginoon that she 
did not get sick during the time when her children were still young.  Ate Emmy is 
currently under treatment for an illness that requires a large amount of financial 
assistance in order to pay her hospital bills.  Her feelings about her lakaran are mixed: 
on one hand, she is distressed by the fact that she is sick and requires money for 
treatment.  Two of her children, the eldest, Lanie and the second, Marilou are married.  
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Lanie is married to a man from Davao, but is now residing in Gonzales.  Her husband 
now works as a caretaker of a fish cottage after resigning from his job as a caretaker 
at Atalaya Resort, a small resort in Gonzales owned by a businessperson from 
Alabang.  Marilou is married to a man who is now working in Manila.  Both of them 
are housewives since their resignation as a salesperson in Manila and a factory 
worker, respectively.  Another child of Ate Emmy is a son, who is now working in 
Manila.  To Ate Emmy, even though her children are grown up, their combined 
income is not enough to pay for her medical bills. On the other hand, Ate Emmy also 
feels thankful that her illness happened at the present time when her children are all 
grown up and no longer depend on her for their basic survival.   
Ate Emmy considers both encounters (when she lost her husband and when 
she fell ill) as trials in her life.  Her emotional expression in describing her “success” 
in trials is due to the care (hindi pagpapabaya) of the Panginoon because she 
accepted her lot and endured the trials.  Because of this attitude, she bore the burden 
and managed to survive (nakayanan).  However, this interpretation, i.e., receiving 
care from the Panginoon, is not a sign of passivity but in fact requires her to persevere 
and to be tough (magtiis and matatag) in going through the pains and sufferings of 
losing a husband, the challenges in earning an income to raise her three children 
single handedly, and the dilemma of whether or not to remarry in order to help her 
ease her burden.  
James Scott has argued that it is the ethical code of “minimum subsistence” or 
“moral economy” that make peasants all over Southeast Asia recognize those lords or 





peasants’ right to subsistence.21  In contrast to Scott, Michael Adas asserts that the 
utopian ethical code for the peasant groups is not “minimum subsistence” but 
prosperity (laksmi) or abundance, where landless laborers and tenants (kamin) were 
willing to sacrifice the weak in favor of the security of the patrons (jajman) so that the 
latter would be able to reconstruct the socio-economic bases of the subsistence and 
produce abundant food after the crisis. 22   Addressing this debate on the moral 
economy, we have pointed out in this section that while there is a lot of truth in the 
analysis of the relationship between “patrons” and “clients,” the understandings of the 
“clients” are always analyzed in response to the “patrons.”  Hardly do they focus on 
the worldviews of the “clients,” their very own articulations of survival, their 
interpretations of “patrons” and the “self.” 
Through the analysis of the attitudes of sariling sikap, lakaran, and pagsubok, 
we have seen that the peasants, the “clients,” or ordinary people of Barangay 
Gonzales do not always depend on or turn to the elites for their everyday survival.  As 
indicated above, Ate Emmy and Ate Carmen subscribe to the attitude of sariling sikap 
and extend the “moral” side of the economy by going beyond the preoccupation with 
means of subsistence.  Life’s trials (pagsubok) are interpreted as similar to Christ’s 
sufferings for salvation.  Sariling sikap cultivates lakas ng loob that is needed in order 
to endure and thereafter transcend pagsubok (trials).  The sufferings and pain of a 
person, such as emotional disturbances (e.g., loss of a loved one), physical pain (e.g., 
as a result of illness), and social oppression (e.g., discrimination in the industrial 
world) are likened to Christ’s perseverance in his journey to Mount Calvary when he 
was about to be crucified.  Ate Emmy’s pagtitis (ability to endure) and katatagan 
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(steadfastness) and Ate Carmen’s lakas ng loob have been cultivated and strengthened 
by their sariling sikap to face the obstacles in the journey of their lives – their 
lakaran.  Hence, like Christ, people must endure and persevere, as manifested in 
sariling sikap.  The sariling sikap is a means to extricate oneself from, and even to 
take advantage of, one’s sufferings in order to attain freedom from misery.  The life 
stories of our informants, which are their lakaran, have made them believe that 
difficulties in life are not negative elements but are a means to attain freedom from 
the miseries of life through the control of and the purifying of the loob.  
 
Recognizing the “Elites:” Popular Interpretation of Sainthood 
 
This chapter does not deny the fact that the poor do not ask tulong from the 
rich.  The poor do ask for tulong and when they do, they usually compare the person 
who gives tulong to someone with saintly qualities.  Ordinary people’s interpretation 
of sainthood is constantly related to their desire to have a leader who has a self-
sacrificing attitude towards tulong and has taken the tulong as his path toward 
righteousness.   
In Gonzales, a good leader refers to the person who selflessly extends help, 
and who is outside political institutions. Kuya Kano put it in the following manner: 
Iyong iba naman, okey.  Iyong ika nga may santo pa sa puso, 
tumatawag ng Panginoon, kasi ang taong nanunungkulan pag gustong 
tumulong iyan, kahit na wala kang tungkulin makakatulong ka.  Iyan 
ang pagkakaalam ko riyan.  Hindi naman ang pulitiko ang dapat 
pagtuunan eh, iyong gumagawa, di ba?  O, kahit ikaw, hindi ka 
pulitiko, gusto mong tumulong sa nakikita mong naghihirap.  O, kahit 
isang beses lang sa Christmas, padadalhan mo tig-isa-isang gatang ng 
bigas, nakatulong ka na!  Hindi kailangang magkandidato ka pa.  
Kakandidato ka, lolokohin mo lang ang tao, nanakawin mo lang ang 
kita ng bayan, ang buwis ng tao’y hindi mo binabalik sa tao.23
[Some are okay, especially those who have saints in their hearts and 
call on the Lord.  If a person wants to help, he can help out even if he’s 
                                                 





not in office.  That’s what I know there.  It’s not the politics that must 
be the center of attention.  It’s the one who does the deeds, right?  
Let’s say you’re not a politician and you want to help the poor that you 
see.  Even if it’s just one time during Christmas, you send each of 
them some rice, you’ve already helped them!  You don’t need to run 
for office.  If you run for office, you only fool the people.  You will 
only steal the income of the country.  You don’t return the taxes of the 
people.] 
 
In the statement above, Kuya Kano’s depiction of a good leader is similar to a 
saint whereby the tulong given is without any vested interest, strategic maneuvers, or 
clever manipulation.  In this respect, tulong that comes from a leader is associated 
with the act of making sacrifice, whether or not that person is running for office. To 
Kuya Kano, a pulitiko’s (politician) provision of help is a mere strategy to gain votes 
from people.  A good or true leader, who is distinguished from a common pulitiko, 
must have the puso of a saint, who is willing to provide tulong in order to help 
extricate the poor from their difficulties.  As shown below, the popular ideal of 
leadership as interpreted by Kuya Kano is informed by a religious notion of 
righteousness or being matuwid, where the tulong of a leader is to be perceived as a 
means to the path of righteousness.   
 
Matuwid (Righteous) 
Before we go into detail on the concept of matuwid, let us begin by looking at 
the awit (song) below: Ang Rosaryo (The Rosary), Hiwaga II (Miracle II), and Ina ng 
Diyos (Mother of God).  Among the other awit (there are a total of twelve awit being 
sung in the rosary praying) that have been sung by the elderly of Gonzales in their 
prayers of rosary during the month of October right up to the “Day of the Dead” or 
Undas, these three particular awit illustrate one them: the gratitude and enjoyment of 





the rosary is taken as a guide by ordinary people in understanding the challenges that 




ay isang kasaysayan 
na nagmumula sa kaligtasan 
bawat butil ay nagbibigay ng buhay 
sa bawat nilikha 
 
Maria ang naging daan 
upang misteryo 
ni Kristo’y matuklasan 
na nagmula sa ama 







is a history 
that begins in salvation 
every particle gives life 
in all creation 
 
Mary has become the way 
so that the mystery 
of Christ would be discovered, 
which began with the Father 
who truly loves 





INA, Ikaw ay mahal 
sana’y mahalin mo rin ako 
Mahal na Ina ng Diyos 
ikaw ang Ina naming 
hiwaga ng buhay 
hiwaga nitong kalooban 
ang hinihiling ko sa inyo 
Panginoon gabayan mo kami 
Mahal na Ina tulungan mo po ako 
sa mga sulinanin sa buhay 
Ikaw Ina pag-asa ng aking buhay 





salamat Ina sa inyong pagmamahal 
hindi malilimutan 
ang iyong pagmamahal, 
salamat O Hesus sa iyong pagmamahal 
Inang Maria ang aming Ina 
paano ang buhay 
kung ikaw Ina ay mawawala 




Mother, you are loved 
I hope you can also love me 
Beloved Mother of God 
You are our mother 
miracle of our life 
miracle of our heart 
what I ask of you 
Lord, guide us 
Beloved mother, help me 
in the problems of life 
You are, mother, the hope of my life 
You are the light, the light of my life 
thank you mother for your love 
Your love 
will not be forgotten 
thank you Jesus for your love 
Mother Mary is our mother 
what would life be like 
if you, Mother, are gone 
You are the hope of my life 
 
 
Ina ng Diyos 
 
Oh Ina ng Diyos 
Ina ng biyaya 
tulungan ninyo kami sa aming mga dalangin 
na kami’y patawarin sa aming mga sala 
at akayin mo kami 
sa matuwid na landas 
sa araw araw 
naming suliranin 
Kami po ay iyong tulungan 
upang kapayapaan ng Diyos 










Oh, mother of God 
Mother of Blessings 
help us in our prayers 
that we be pardoned from our sins 
and lead us 
on the straight path 
as we face our daily 
problems 
Help us 
so that God’s peace 
will be ours 
while we live 
 
As mentioned in the previous section, the rosaryo is a prayer to remind and 
recall the life of Christ through the participation of Mother Mary.  The various awit 
above indicate that through Mother Mary’s intercession, one begins to understand 
Christ’s suffering and salvation.  To feel the pain and suffering that Mother Mary felt 
in accompanying Christ’s journey toward salvation is analogous to the search for the 
path toward righteousness.  This is indicated in the sixth and seventh stanzas of the 
first awit: “Maria ang naging daan, Upang misteryo, Ni Kristo’y matuklasan”  (Mary 
has become the way so that the mystery of Christ would be discovered) and the fifth 
and sixth stanzas of the third awit: “at akayin mo kami sa matuwid na landas” (and 
lead us on the straight path). 
The path toward righteousness is the attainment of the light or liwanag, or in 
popular terms, the escape from the miseries in life and the attainment of happiness. 
This is indicated in the eleventh and twelfth stanzas of the second awit: “Ikaw Ina 
pag-asa ng aking buhay, Ikaw ang liwanag, liwanag ng aking buhay” (You are, 
mother, the hope of my life, You are the light, the light of my life).  To attain liwanag 
is to lead oneself out from the darkness and into the light, that is, from the miseries of 





In the awit above, the phrase matuwid na landas, literally translated as “the 
straight path,” connotes the meaning of a path towards righteousness.  Tuwid or 
matuwid (an adjective) [katuwiran is the noun form] means straight, direct.  It has 
another nuance, which means fair, just, and rightful.  Landas is a noun that has two 
meanings: one is path or a narrow road, and the other means slipperiness. Therefore, 
matuwid na landas suggests guidance towards righteousness that is full of the 
obstacles in a journey.  In the context of the awit, the path of righteousness 
“experienced” by Mother Mary would be perceived as a path that requires one to be 
able to face the obstacles in life akin to Mary’s love for Christ.  When one is able to 
attain such feeling, one has achieved the liwanag for one’s loob has been purified 
through the journey.   
In the context of tulong (help), those who provide tulong would be perceived 
as those who are sincerely showing a path of righteousness (matuwid na landas) to the 
people for the provider’s loob is a purified one. 
Tinitignan ko iyong taong talagang alam kong gumagawa siya ng 
matuwid.  Kasi ang sabi nga, ang tao hinahatulan ayon sa kanyang 
gawa.…Pag iyong tao’y gumagawa ng matuwid, ayun, tama iyon. 
Pwede mong samahan iyon. 24
[I just look at the candidate who I know is doing good.  It’s said that a 
person is judged by his actions…If a person does good, okay, you can 
support him.] 
 
The words of Kuya Kano convey the idea of matuwid as a quality that pertains to the 
good deeds of a person in his or her act of tulong.  Kuya Kano’s self-assurance about 
a particular leader derives not merely from the latter’s ability to solve the immediate 
problems of the poor, such as paying hospital bills, providing roads, buying liquor for 
the group, etc., but also his recognition of the fact that the tulong is coming sincerely 
from the loob (inside/inner being) of the provider.  The good deed reflects the 






provider’s own lakaran along the straight (matuwid) path similar to Mother Mary’s 
compassion and love for Christ. These people who help others along the path to 
liwanag (light), deserve popular support. 
 
Pagtutulungan (Helping Each Other) and Biyaya (Blessing) 
Christ is categorized as a person who possesses all the good qualities 
(humility, self-sacrificing), which are the keys to getting into heaven and achieving 
happiness.  In the same way, people want a leader – one who possesses a good loob 
similar to that of Christ’s – who can free them, or at least help them get through the 
difficulties of their lives.  To understand the “submission” of ordinary people to a 
leader one has to appreciate the religious notion of matuwid na landas embedded in 
the tulong of a leader who seeks to free his people from darkness (life’s problems).  
This righteousness is expressed in another religious idea embedded in tulong, namely 
biyaya (blessing).  But before going into this, we need to extend our understanding of 
tulong (help) into that of pagtutulungan (helping each other). This section thus 
analyzes the concept of pagtutulungan, the religious concept of biyaya (blessing), and 
their relationship to popular perceptions of pulitika.   
 
Pangwakas na Awit 
 
Walang sinuman ang nabubuhay para sa sarili lamang 
Walang sinuman ang namamatay para sa sarili lamang 
 
Tayong lahat ay may pananagutan sa isa’t-isa 
Tayong lahat ay tinipon ng Diyos na kapiling niya 
 
Sa ating pagmamahalan at paglilingkod sa kaninuman 
Tayo ay nagdadala ng balita ng kaligtasan 
 
Sabay-sabay ngang nag-aawitan ang mga bansa 









No one lives for himself alone 
No one dies for himself alone 
 
We all have responsibilities to each other 
We are all gathered by God to be with Him 
 
In our love and service to anyone 
We bring news of salvation 
 
All the nations sing together 
God considers us His children 
 
In the awit above, the fourth stanza: “Tayong lahat ay tinipon ng Diyos na 
kapiling niya” (We are all gathered by God to be with Him) indicates that human 
beings are considered equal before God.  Since all beings are equal, no one is superior 
to others, there is no oppression, and no discrimination.  Therefore, each has a duty to 
and is responsible for each other [expressed in the third and fifth stanzas]: “Tayong 
lahat ay may pananagutan sa isa’t isa” (We all have responsibilities to each other) 
and “Sa ating pagmamahalan at paglilingkod sa kaninuman” (In our love and service 
to anyone).  Consequently, the social responsibility of helping each other leads to 
salvation (in the sixth stanza): “Tayo ay nagdadala ng balita ng kaligtasan” (We 
bring news of salvation).  In short, the notion of pagtutulungan brings salvation to 
others.   
Kuya Kano exemplifies this religious idea of pagtutulungan in his statements 
below.  He was telling me about his opinions and frustration regarding the changes in 
society in relation to how people in a barangay (village) used to help each other 
regardless of being rich or poor.  At present, he bemoans, such mutual help, cutting 
across social differences, is slowly disappearing. 
Kailangan natin pagkakaisa….  [‘Y]ong pairalin dito ‘yong tulungan 
kasi malaking bagay ‘yong tulungan.  No’ng araw…no’ng hindi pa 





mekanismo, ang kalsada ginagawa no’n tao lang ang nagtatambak, 
tao lang ang umaasada, gagawing daan ‘yan, ang sasakyan – 
…[n]atatandaan ko no’n ang mga tao tulong-tulong.  Pag may 
ikakasal kang anak, lahat ng kapitbahay mo [at] kakilala, kamag-anak 
[nagbibigay ng]…dalawang manok, dalawang salop na bigas.  Mas 
maganda noon!  Disciplined ang tao no’n.  Ngayon, kahit 
magkakapatid nasa ospital na, wala na, hindi na nagtutulungan.  
Bahala ka sa buhay mo.  Parang kung nalulunod ka, bahala kang 
magligtas.  Walang lifesaver na sasagip sa ‘yo.  Nangyayari ‘yon dito 
ngayon sa amin. 25
[We need unity.  We should help each other.  When our country was 
not yet developed and there were no advanced machineries, people 
made makeshift roads.  I remember that the people then helped each 
other.  If you have a child who’s getting married, all your neighbors, 
friends, and relatives would help out.  They would give two chickens, 
two cups of rice.  It was better then!  People were disciplined then.  
But now, even siblings don’t help each other out even if one is in the 
hospital.  It’s like, if you drown, you have to save yourself.  This 
happens now.] 
 
In Kuya Kano’s opinion, to become a developed nation, helping each other is the 
prerequisite and a society should be unified where people help each other, regardless 
of whether they are rich or poor, a politician or a voter.   
This religious dimension of pagtutulungan in popular expression is that it 
should set out in both directions between the recipient and provider of tulong.  This is 
exemplified in the conversation below between Badette and Kuya Toni on the 
“proper” way of how a politician should deal with people’s everyday life: 
Badette: Pero dapat kahit ganon itinuloy na lang para at least, kung 
meron silang planong tumakbo ulit the second time around, may 
maaasahan na sila.  Pero ngayon, nawala siya, natalo, she lost, di 
ba? Nawala rin iyong pangako.  She broke her promise. 
[She should have fulfilled her promise so that if she ever wants to run 
for office again, she already has a support base.  But now that she lost, 
she also broke her promise.] 
 
Kuya Toni: Magaling pa si Corona ngayon at iyan nagbibigay ng mga 
panty (fish net), …nakakabiyaya kay Corona, may inaasahan. 
[Corona is better because he gives panty (fish net). He gives blessings 
and he’s dependable.]26
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Badette was expressing her disappointment with the way Sonia Torres-Aquino 
broke her promise (pangako) of providing employment to the people of Tanauan.  
This indicated to Badette that Torres-Aquino’s intention behind the promise was 
purely for election purposes (to garner votes).  Her promises of employment are an act 
different from that of pagtutulungan (i.e., practiced by Alfredo Corona) because 
Torres-Aquino did not intend to continue to provide help after she lost the election.  It 
would have been better for Torres-Aquino if, as Badette suggested, she fulfilled her 
promise so that she would have supporters in the next election (may maaasahan na 
sila).  This is contrasted with Corona’s actions as described by Kuya Toni.  Corona is 
considered good (magaling) because his act of giving (bigay) fishnets indicates that 
his intention was a genuine provision of tulong, as seen from the fact that he delivered 
on his promise, as opposed to Torres-Aquino who did not.  Hence, Corona’s action 
spoke of authenticity, and by virtue of such, he practices pagtutulungan.   
The context of tulungan in the conversation above showcases how tulong goes 
in two directions, from the recipient to the provider and vice versa, as indicated by the 
–an in maaasahan and aasahan.  According to Leo James English, in Tagalog, -an is 
a “suffix of some verbs connoting the place where a certain action takes place” or 
“connoting reciprocal action.”27  Asa (noun: or pag-asa) has several meanings: hope, 
dependence, trust, chance, and anticipation.28   When the suffix –an is added to the 
noun of asa, such as in the speech above by Badette “may maasahan na sila (the 
politicians/Torres-Aquino’s camp)” it means able to be reckoned or depended on.  
This indicates the support given by the people to the politician Torres-Aquino’s camp. 
While in Kuya Toni’s speech, inaasahan (to rely on, to anticipate, to bargain for, to 
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expect29) indicates someone who is trustworthy and can be approached (nalalapitan) 
for tulong.  In other words, the first instance (Badette’s disappointment) manifests the 
tulungan (helping each other, indicated by the –an verb) that one (politician) is 
required to perform as a social responsibility so that the receiver (voters) will never 
forget and help in return in terms of votes.  The second instance is indicated by Kuya 
Toni’s perception of Corona as dependable, where there is a space for the people to 
negotiate with the politician, connoting that the act of Corona’s tulong to the people 
through bigay is one of pagtutulungan.  
One interesting aspect of Kuya Toni’s interpretation of Corona’s 
pagtutulungan is the association with the religious idea of biyaya: nakabiyaya and 
may inaasahan (He gives blessings and he’s dependable).  Biyaya or grasya as a noun 
means favor given, blessing, grace, good fortune, and gift.30  Biyaya in the context of 
the speeches above by Kuya Toni can be translated into our notion of tulong, where 
the appreciation of tulong pertains to the sincerity of the provider as a way to save 
people from their miseries rather than to be seen as a means to solve problems at the 
surface level.  Note that the context of his speeches referred to the non-election period 
and beyond the context of pulitika (direct translation is politics). To him, Corona’s 
bigay is seen as tulong translated into the religious idea of pagtutulungan and 
expressed in terms of biyaya (blessing) where each person is helping the other reach 
out for a better life - on the politician’s side it may be the need to garner support to 
stay in office, and to the ordinary people it is to be able to receive help when needed. 
Biyaya and pagtutulungan are two religious concepts that are present in our 
analysis of tulong. Because the voter has helped a candidate due to the candidate’s 
request for help to put them in the office, the people’s casting of the vote is a blessing 
                                                 
29 Ibid. 





to the candidate.  In other words, the politician was blessed to have his position as a 
public servant, and people “save” him/her from losing in the election.  On one hand, 
the act of the politician’s giving is seen as biyaya because it is an act of salvation to 
free the poor from their problems.  On the other hand, it is reciprocated in the 
religious context of pagtutulungan in terms of the vote, because both the people and 
politician are equal before God, i.e., they move beyond the superior-inferior divide 
and are freed from discrimination in the eyes of God.  Thus, each human being should 
respect each other and help each other under this conditon of equality.  To bless 
someone is therefore at the same time to be blessed in return because without the 
blessing of each other, whether coming from a politician or a voter, neither would be 
saved from their miseries. One would lose an election, while the other would not get 
help in a time of need. 
In the context of pulitika, however, biyaya does not embrace the idea of 
pagtutulungan.  As we have mentioned in the previous chapter, the popular view is 
that pulitika is purely a game of strategems and spoils.  In the passage below, we can 
see that the biyaya that is purportedly manifested in the context of pulitika is similarly 
seen as a strategem.  This can be located in Ate Irene’s perception of biyaya in 
pulitika: 
Eh di magkokontrahan kayo.  Ay, naku!  Magkakaron pa kayo ng away 
eh wala namang mangyayari sa pinag-aawayan niyo.  Pag nakatapos 
naman eh, aba, di ka rin naman makahingi ng biyaya doon sa mga 
nangyari, sa taong ibinoto mo / Magaling laang pag 
namumulitika…Pag may mga nagbigay halimbawa ng kung anong 
pabuya nila, di syempre sasamantalahin natin iyon dahil minsan lang 
sila magbigay.  Iyon laang araw na iyon ang pakinabang natin sa 
kanila eh!  Sige, tanggapin mo iyong grasyang binibigay nila.  Iyon 
lang.  Ako’y ganon, pero pag sinabi mong makisali, ay, ayaw ko ng 
gulo.  Hindi ako mahilig sa gulo.  Ayaw ko ng gulo.31
[So you end up arguing!  You’ll end up fighting when nothing will 
come of your fight.  Afterwards, you can’t even ask for help from 
                                                 





those you voted / They’re only good when they’re politicking…If they 
give something, we have to take advantage of that because they give 
very rarely.  That’s the only time we have a use for them!  Okay, 
accept the grace they give you.  That’s it.  I’m like that, but if you tell 
me to join, I don’t want chaos.] 
 
Pulitika is regarded as a mere struggle for power and advantage among the 
elites.  It is also a time when the poor make use of the opportunity to get gifts or 
benefits from candidates.  In this context, a gift is not seen as pagtutulungan for it is 
simply a mutual transaction of benefits where the receiver and the provider are 
provided the space to maneuver for greater gains.  According to Ate Irene, the 
candidates only gave pabuya (reward or tip) during campaign periods.  This was seen 
as mere strategy of politicking, “namumulitika.”  It was also at the same time that 
ordinary people utilized this campaign period to receive the goodies for it was rare to 
have received something from the pulitiko in time of real need.  The word pakinabang 
means profits, advantage, worth, and usefulness, and subscribes to the behavior of 
ordinary people in maneuvering the situation to benefit each other.  Thus, biyaya or 
grasya provided in the context of mere pulitika lacks authenticity because the 
religious dimension of pagtutulungan is clearly absent. 
 
The Religious Idea of Liwanag 
Liwanag means light, illumination, or enlightenment. 32   Liwanag or 
kaliwanagan also means lucidity, clearness, especially of thought, expression, and 
perception. 33  Liwanag in the context of the Philippine revolution connotes the 
condition of freedom or kalayaan, a break from the darkness of colonization to 
achieve the liwanag of independence.34  As will be shown in the next few sections, 
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liwanag represents a sense of happiness or freedom from miseries.  Those who have 
reached liwanag should also circulate this liwanag through sacrifices (in giving 
tulong) to the needy.  In addition, what constitutes the meaning of liwanag from 
ordinary people’s understanding is also discussed.  Ordinary people’s understanding 
of the meaning of liwanag indicates that their manner of scrutiny or calculation vis-à-
vis the politicians is not constrained by the claim of hegemonic power.  Their 
manifestation of political contestation and negotiation is to give notice of their 
aspirations for a better society.   
 
Circulation of Liwanag  
 
Ang kaloob ng Panginoon sa kanila, siksik at liklik, umaapaw 
(overflowing).… ‘Yong kapatid na babae noong maestrang iyon, 
naging asawa din naman no’ng puti, no’ng…Amerikano….  Pero alam 
mo, napakasarap ng buhay nila.  Alam mo, magpapagawa pa nga siya 
ng iskul dyan…  Pero alam mo, sila mahirap laang ang buhay nila.  
Ang tatay niya napatay, pulis ang tatay niya.  Pero siya’y napakabait 
na pulis.  Ang daming nakilibing! Pero alam mo, sila’y napapag-aral 
lang ng kanilang ina, talagang sila’y nagsikap laang, nagtatanim ng 
kamote, ganon.  Tapos…‘yong isang anak niya, nakapag-aral ng 
maestra / …palibhasa at naaawa siya sa mga tiyahin ko na walang 
makain ang mga anak, minsan inaabutan laang siya, binibigyan-
bigyan.35
[God’s blessings to them are many.  The sister of that teacher married 
an American.  They have a good life.  She will build a school there.  
Her father is a policeman who was killed.  But he was a good 
policeman.  Their family (the Alcazars) just worked hard to send them 
to school. / … she had pity on my aunt because she had no food for the 
children, so she gave them some.] 
 
[Magpapagawa] sila ng [private] iskul do’n eh...  [Ang] mga anak 
niya nasa Amerika.  Alam mo, sila mahirap dati.  Kasi asawa niyan… 
pulis, nabaril, tinapon sa tulay.…  Ngayon, nagsikap siya.  Ang 
trabaho niya, ‘yan umangohan ng kamyas….  Kinukuha nila ‘yan 
tapos binebenta nila sa bayan.  Do’n niya pinag-aral ang mga anak 
niya.  Ngayon nasa Amerika na [silang] lahat. / Kasi sila, mahirap 
lang din sila no’n.  Ang bahay nila ganito rin.  ‘Yong anak niya 
pumapasok sa fisheries, naglalakad [lang]. Lahat naglalakad.  Oo, 
                                                 





malayo, talagang tiis.  Pero ‘yong pagsisikap nila, ayan na.  Kaya sila 
tumutulong din sa tao, kaya mabait ang swerte.36
[They’ll  (the Alcazars) build a private school there.  She has a child in 
America.  You know, they used to be poor…He (the husband) was a 
policeman, got shot, and was thrown over a bridge.   Now, she worked 
hard.   Her job was to harvest kamyas (a certain fruit) and she sells 
them in town.  That’s how she managed to send her children to school. 
Now they’re all in America. / They were also poor then…When her 
child was studying in the fisheries school, he/she walked.  They all 
walked.  But their hard work paid off.  That’s why they also help the 
people here, therefore they have good luck.] 
 
Oo, naku, mabait ‘yan! Minsan nga wala kaming pera, talagang 
nagkakataon sa wala, ano?  Tapos eh wala kaming bigas, sa kanya 
kami natakbo.  Oo, mabait siya.  Basta siya’y meron, kahit na ‘yong 
kaunting-kaunti lang ‘yong kanya, tapos eh ikaw eh wala, …ready 
siya, babawasan ‘yong kanya kahit kakaunti, mabigyan ka lang.  Oo, 
mabait ‘yan!  Kahit pa man no’ng siya’y dalaga, nagtrabaho din ‘yan, 
nagpunta ‘yan ng Brunei.  Tapos nagtrabaho din ‘yan sa Sucat baga, 
Bicutan, sa Novelty / Tapos nitong nagkaasawa siya, ‘yan, lalo pa rin 
siyang…naging galante….  Minsan nga nakakautang ako dyan hindi 
ko na nababayaran eh. / Kaya naman siya, ‘ta mo, mabait sa kapwa, 
pinagpapala ng Diyos. 37
[Yes, she’s (Ate Liza) a good person!  Sometimes when we don’t have 
money to buy rice, we go to her.  As long as she has something, even 
if what’s left for her is only very small, and she knows that you have 
nothing, she’s ready to give you some.  When she was unmarried, she 
went to Brunei to work, then she worked in Sucat, Bicutan, in Novelty 
/ When she got married, she became more gallant.  Sometimes I owe 
her money that I’m not able to pay. / Look at her, she’s a good person 
so God gives her blessings.] 
 
In the statements above, one common theme surrounding the “achievements” 
of the Alcazar family and Ate Liza is the religious notion of liwanag (light).  Their 
success in life is not without the accompanying struggles in life and hardship 
(lakaran). But eventually they were rewarded for their unconditional sacrifices, their 
perseverance (sariling sikap), and the good deeds that they had cultivated.  The 
parallelism between the tulong by the Alcazars and Liza and the sacrifices of Christ is 
associated with the givers’ background of being mahirap (poor).  This is similar to the 
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background of Christ, who was born in total poverty (as indicated in the “joyful 
mysteries” in the rosary).  Christ’s life in poverty never diminished his will to 
salvation.  The Alcazar family’s and Ate Liza’s mahirap background and their 
achievement in becoming mayaman (rich) is due to their lakas ng loob and their 
perseverance in facing the obstacles and sufferings in their lives.  Mayaman in this 
context does not just refer to physical wealth or being moneyed.  Being mayaman is 
akin to Christ’s ascension and Mother Mary’s assumption to heaven – coming to be in 
liwanag. This state of liwanag connotes a sort of freedom that one has obtained after 
the hardship. The Alcazars were rewarded by gaining access to work in the U.S. and 
by obtaining education for their children.  Ate Liza was also rewarded by virtue of 
being married to a man who works in Alaska.   
In ordinary people’s understanding, liwanag is achieved through purification 
of loob.  This corresponds to our analysis of sariling sikap in chapter four, where the 
Alcazar family and Liza are said to have been blessed for their endurance of hardship 
(i.e., their lakaran) and their sariling sikap in purifying the loob, expressed in: “Ang 
kaloob ng Panginoon sa kanila, siksik at liklik, umaapaw” (God’s blessings to them 
are many); “kaya mabait ang swerte” (therefore they have good luck); and 
“pinagpapala ng Diyos” (so God gives her blessings).  This has led them to a kind of 
heavenly existence (liwanag), a state of happiness where they are freed from financial 
problems.   
From the understanding of the religious ideas of liwanag, it is not uncommon 
to see that in Ate Remy’s, Ate Levy’s, and Ate Paj’s words quoted above, ordinary 
people’s appreciation of the tulong from the Alcazars and Ate Liza connotes the 
religious idea of the return of liwanag to save the poor: that the Alcazar family and 





society at large, such as in the building of schools and the provision of financial 
assistance and food.  The liwanag that the Alcazars and Liza had obtained was 
channeled back or recirculated into society to help save the poor from their misery, 
helping them (the poor) achieve a state of liwanag themselves. 
The circulation of liwanag is more vividly articulated in Kuya Kano’s 
interview partly quoted below: 
Ang Panginoon ipinanganak siya, anak siya ng tao.  Pero galing siya 
sa Diyos.  Hindi pinaniwalaang anak siya ng Diyos.  Di ba, 
pagkaanak pa lang, sa istorya niya hinahabol na siya, kung saan-sang 
baryo siya palipat-lipat para lang ‘wag siyang mapatay ni Herodes.  
Si Herodes ang nag-iinit sa kanyang buhay.  Tapos no’ng lumaki, 
Herodes pa rin ang kalaban, o, di ba?  Herodes pa rin ang 
nagpapatay.  O, di ba?  At ‘yong kanyang piniling mga tapat na 
tauhan, no’ng pinapatay na siya lahat tumanggi.  Hindi ko kasama 
‘yan.  Natatakot din.  ‘Yon pala, umamin na isa lang, ligtas na tayo sa 
buong daigdig, do’n sa pananalig.   
[The Lord was born as a son of man.  But He came from God.  No one 
believed that He was the Son of God.  In the story, He was being 
chased when He was born.  They transferred from barrio to barrio so 
that He won’t be killed by Herod.  Herod wanted Him dead.  When He 
grew up, Herod was still His enemy.  Herod had Him killed 
eventually.  His chosen people rejected Him at the time of His death.  
They denied being his disciples.  They were scared.  If one admitted 
being with Him, the whole world would be saved through faith.] 
 
Kasi iisa naman ang Diyos eh.  Naligaw lang ang tao sa 
pagpapaliwanag.  Nakita ko ‘yon lahat no’ng ipinapako siya, no’ng 
siya’y magbigay ng kaligtasan ng dugo.  Kaya pala ang sabi, ang 
dugo ika ang tutubos ng kalayaan ng isang tao.  Kasi ang tao pala, 
tayo, ay binigyan ng buhay ng Diyos, laman, ng sa lupa rin kinuha.  
Kaya sa lupa rin tayo uuwi.  Dito rin tayo sa lupa babalik.  Hindi tayo 
_____ do’n, ‘yong sinasabi ng mga pari.  Pag ika’y maganda ang 
gawi, dadalin ka sa langit!  Wala!  Hindi!  Maliban sa anak ng Diyos 
na galing ang espiritu sa taas, siya lamang ang may karapatang 
umakyat sa taas pagkat do’n siya nagmula.  Di ba?  Galing siya ro’n 
eh!  Ibinaba sa lupa ang liwanag niya.  Tapos ipag-aalinlakan no’ng 
mga, no’ng ating mga lider ng simbahan, magpakabait ka, araw-araw 
kang mangumpisal, magdasal ka nang magdasal at mapupunta ka sa 
langit.  Hindi!  Dito ka rin tatabunan sa Sambat.38   
[There is only one God.  People just got lost in the explanations.  I saw 
when He was being crucified, when He gave salvation through blood.  
So that’s why it’s said that blood will redeem the freedom of mankind.  
                                                 





God gave us life and flesh from earth.  That’s why we’d also end up 
buried under the land.  The priests say that if we do good, we’ll go to 
heaven.  No!  That’s wrong!  Except for the son of God whose spirit 
came from above, only He has the right to go to heaven because He 
came from there.  His light has been brought down to earth.  The 
church people would tell us to be good, to confess everyday, and to 
pray hard to go to heaven.  No!  You’d also be buried here in Sambat 
(where the Tanauan burial site is located).] 
 
Note that the speech above by Kuya Kano was articulated in the context of his 
frustration with the discrimination and inequality that he and his family had recently 
gone through.  Throughout the conversation, his verbalized thoughts shuttled back 
and forth between telling his stories or life experiences and the application of the 
talino (literally translated as smart, intelligence, or in Kano’s context, seen as wisdom, 
as he put it) he obtained from dealing with issues such as the behaviors of the 
government, the rich, the poor, and voters, not to mention his disgust about pulitika 
and the economy, and his comments about the church/priests and religion.  
The first pronouncement by Kuya Kano pertains to the life of Jesus Christ that 
was full of obstacles and difficulties, pains and sufferings as illustrated by the events 
in his life: the denial by his apostles, the constant chase by Herod that threatened the 
life of Christ, culminating in the crucifixion.  In the crucifix, Christ was sacrificing his 
blood “magbigay ng kaligtasan ng dugo” (He gave salvation through blood) to save 
the poor or free them from their miseries “ang dugo ika ang tutubos ng kalayaan ng 
isang tao” (blood will redeem the freedom of mankind.)  In his second 
pronouncement, Kuya Kano talks about how Christ went to heaven (langit) and has 
the right or power to deliver the light (liwanag) to the people on earth: “Ibinaba sa 
lupa ang liwanag niya” (His light has been brought down to earth).  The liwanag 
referred by Kuya Kano was kalayaan (freedom), constituting a break from hardship. 
In the passages above, the liwanag is to be circulated or returned to the poor, 





people on earth.  To attain liwanag, one has to go through a series of life obstacles, 
and only when one has gone through the experience of hardship will the goal be 
reached. This liwanag is then returned to the people/poor in order to raise them to 
salvation.  Those who are “saved” in turn will undertake the same delivery of 
liwanag; thus, the liwanag circulates.  In short, liwanag is a two-way process.  The 
provider who has given constant tulong with an unconditional attitude will be 
rewarded in the end; he or she is blessed with liwanag for having survived the trials.  
In return, this liwanag should be recirculated back to the people, for in the beginning 
of the journey similar to Christ’s journey, the liwanag is returned to the people, which 
is done by through good deeds - through tulong and shared with the people at large.   
But we may ask, why the desire for the liwanag (the happiness, freedom)?    
What do ordinary people aspire for in a better society? Is it material comfort or 
something beyond that?  The next section discusses this.  
 
Liwanag and Equality 
The Almoro family is among the wealthiest in Barangay Gonzales, but their 
background is not exactly clear.  What is known is that, originally, the 300-hectare 
land where Barangay Gonzales is situated was once owned by Josefa Garcia 
Pamplona.  She did not marry and when she passed way, her nieces inherited the land. 
According to Lola Pita, the land was given to Lola Lilit (her cousin), Lola Eva (her 
sister, who lives in the US), and herself, who live in Tanauan City proper.  Lola Pita is 
the person whom most of the people in Gonzales approach when seeking for help.  
Among those who go to her is Ate Irene, daughter to a farmer from Bicol region who 
migrated to Gonzales in 1960s.  The Almoros sponsored Ate Irene for her high school 





to work for Josefa by tilling the land and raising ducks, while the harvest was shared 
between the tenants and landlord.  However, this system of harvest is no long 
practiced today.  When Josefa passed away, the heirs started to collect taxes from the 
tenants, who had to pay a total of P5,000.00 each year for one hectare of land.  In 
general, a large part of the tenants in Sitio Camalig are living in the land owned by the 
Almoros.  
The activity of eating together or sharing a feast (handa) is a way in which 
ordinary people come to shape their perceptions about how the mayaman should 
behave.  More importantly, this is when they construct their very own notion of 
“equality.”  A mayaman is usually categorized as deceitful (madaya) and not caring 
(walang pag-asa).  These categories of the mayaman are illustrated on occasions of 
sharing a feast: 
Eh di, sila mayayaman, nagkakainan, sila-sila.  Eh ‘yong mahirap, 
masaya man eh areglado.  Eh do’n sa isa, hindi ka makakapasok.  
Hindi ka kumbidado eh.  ‘Yan ang mga istorya dito sa botohan.  
Atsaka dayaan pa!  Kaya marami ngayon eh hindi na naboto, ayaw 
na.  ‘Yon di lang ang mangyayari.  Matulungan mo man eh wala ring 
pag-asa, hindi ka matutulungan.  ‘Yon ang sistema ngayon. 39
[They are rich. They eat together. The poor are happy to attend but 
they are not allowed to enter because they are not invited. These are 
the stories of voting. It is deceiving. That is why many don’t vote. The 
voter gives help to the candidate, but it is not reciprocated. That is the 
system now.] 
 
However, not all the mayaman are perceived in a negative manner. Throughout the 
fieldwork, the people in Gonzales described the Almoros as mabait na tao or those 
who help the poor (tinutulungan ang mahirap na tao), those who have been blessed 
(daming biyaya na kanilang tinatanggap sa Diyos), and are referred to as “may ari ng 
                                                 





lupa” (those who have land).40  Even though the Almoros are considered mayaman, 
they are seen as a different sort of mayaman.   
Among the attributes of this “good” type of mayaman are not being snobbish 
(matapobre) and practicing discrimination (walang pinipiling tao).  These attributes 
are displayed acutely on occasions of feasting, as the following passage tells us: 
Katulad nga ng may ari ng lupang ito, kaunting bagay lang na 
problema, agad sila’y oo, sige, bibigyan kita.  Hindi kagaya ng ibang 
mayaman na….  Saka sila, kahit mayaman, talagang mayaman sila, 
iyong walang pinipiling tao, klase ng tao.  Sabay-sabay kayong 
kakain, hindi katulad ng ibang mayaman na mamaya kayo kakain, 
kami muna.  Sila hindi, sama-sama sa pagkain, sabay-sabay.  Kung 
ano ang kanilang kinakain, kakainin din iyon ng dumating.  Hindi sila 
matapobre kahit mayaman, talagang yayaman nga sila, pananalangin 
sila ng kapwa tao na yumaman pa kayo.41
[Our landlords immediately say they would help us whenever we 
approach them even with very small problems.  They’re really rich but 
they don’t discriminate the kinds of people they deal with.  You would 
eat together, unlike other rich people who would eat first and let you 
eat later.  They would eat with you.  They would give you the same 
food they eat.  They don’t look down on people just because they’re 
rich.  No wonder they’re rich, people would actually pray that they 
become richer.] 
 
One other interesting statement by Kuya Oman above is the religious overtones of 
people’s appreciation of the Almoros: “pananalangin sila ng kapwa tao na yumaman 
pa kayo” (people would actually pray that they become richer).   
The manifestation of equality during feasts is associated with the notion of a 
mabait na tao, that is, someone who treats the poor on equal terms and can be 
approached for tulong: 
No’ng mamatay ang aking anak, binigyan kami ng tigwa-1,000 eh. 
Tapos nagpadala pa sila dito ng mga juice, tinapay.  [Sumama] pa 
sila do’n sa sementeryo. ‘Yong kamo sila’y mayayaman, tapos kami’y 
mahihirap laang na ganon, iba ang tingin nila.  Hindi. Kung anong 
kainin nila, pag ikaw ay napunta sa kanila, ganon din ang kakainin 
mo.  Ganon sila.  Di ba, sa ibang mayaman, nakapunta ka, ano, bukod 
‘yong kanilang pagkain tapos papakain sa ‘yo. Kung anong madatnan 
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mong pagkain nila, ‘yon din ang kakainin mo rin.  Ganon sila.  Hindi 
sila katulad ng iba.  Meron nga akong napupuntahang iba.42
[When my child died, we were given 1,000 each.  Then they sent juice 
and bread.  They even joined the funeral.  They don’t look down on us 
because we’re poor.  If you go to their house, you’ll eat what they eat 
even if they’re rich and we’re poor.  They’re not like the other rich 
people.] 
 
Tulong, mabait, pag-asa, and matapobre, as indicated above, are associated with the 
manner of how the poor are being treated fairly or otherwise.  Sharing a feast/handa is 
one of the symbolic gestures on which ordinary people base their judgments about 
equality.  To eat together (sabay-sabay kakain) with an invited guest (kumbidado) is a 
manifestation of the desire for equality, seen particularly when those who are 
attending the feast eat the same kinds of food (hindi bukod ‘yong kanilang pagkain 
tapos ‘yong papakain sa ‘yo).  To the poor, the mayaman (rich) is usually 
discriminatory in providing different foods to different kinds of guests.  Furthermore, 
there are occasions when most of the poor would feel discriminated against when they 
are allocated a different seating area that is separated from the mayaman.  To Ate Paj, 
the Almoros’ attendance in her son’s funeral and their gift giving is appreciated as a 
gesture of the Almoros’ humility in remembering and caring about her loss.  Such 
gesture breaks the social gap between a mayaman and a mahirap (poor) and 
showcases the desire to be treated on equal terms.  
 
Liwanag and Discrimination 
This section showcases the life story of a farmer, Kuya Kano, who tells of his 
desire for a discrimination-free society and his perceptions on development (pag-
unlad), which can be associated with liwanag (light).43  Kuya Kano is a farmer and is 
the third of seven children.  Originally from Albay in the Bicol region, Kuya Kano’s 
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parents left the province due to the peasant unrest at that time.  Back then, his father 
worked in sugar plantations owned by hacienderos.  The family moved to Narciso, 
Quezon, to work in the farm of a lawyer named Alonzo on the basis of a promise 
made to Kuya Kano’s father that he would own land.  While his father worked the 
land, Kuya Kano worked at a car wash.  After three to four years of working for 
Alonzo, the promise was revoked and the family decided to leave because they felt 
that they were being cheated (niloko) and were being enslaved (inalipin).  On being 
informed of this decision, Alonzo wanted to send Kuya Kano’s father to jail for 
failing to pay for the expenses he spent for bringing the latter’s family to Quezon.  
Kuya Kano was angry as he recalled how Alonzo told his father to kneel in front of 
him so that the debt could be written off.  Fortunately, Alonzo’s wife, Rosa, brought 
the family to her father (Tonio) in Calamba, Laguna.  When Tonio died, they were 
brought to Lola Pita Almoro in Barangay Gonzales in 1960.  Since then, their father 
tilled the land in Gonzales owned by the Almoros.  The Almoros were also the ones 
who sent Kuya Kano and his youngest sister, Ate Irene, to school. 
When they first moved to Gonzales, Kuya Kano recalls the treatment they 
received from the locals. According to him, foreigners were maltreated there and 
considered as aliens: “Inaapi dito ang dayuhan, no’ng bago-bago pa kami dito. Pag 
hindi ka nila kalahi, dayo ka. ‘Yong parang kuwan, alien.  Walang pag-ibig sila sa 
kanilang kapwa” (Foreigners were maltreated here. If you’re not from their 
race/people coming from the same ancestry, you’re considered an alien. They don’t 
have love for their fellowman).44   Another tragedy happened in 1967/68 when a 
person from the same barangay (village) stole seven cows from Kano’s family.  The 
suspects were jailed for only six months.  This incident angered Kano and he decided 
                                                 





to establish a vigilante group.  He went to the residence of the thief with the intent of 
shooting him.  To Kano, his action was justified in the name of reclaiming justice for 
his father because the legal system was clearly biased against his family. To Kano, the 
legal system was contaminated with corruption.  When he saw the thief, however, he 
could not bear to shoot him because he felt pity (awa) towards the thief’s family.  He 
also realized that such revenge would be a never-ending cycle.  After the incident, 
Kano’s father died, followed by the death of his elder brother.  Because of this, Kano 
became “ill” and was healed later on after his regular visit to Mount Banahaw to 
cleanse the “evil spirits” from his body.  However, he described this incident of being 
“ill” as a trial from Christ.   
Kuya Kano is currently a vice president of the farmers’ association in 
Gonzales.  In one of the livelihood projects, the association was requesting a budget to 
build toilets for the members.  The budget was P200,000.00 to make ninety units of 
household bathrooms.  He was disappointed that only P3,000.00 was allocated to 
them.  Another incident was his disappointment at the drug livelihood program 
allocated to Gonzales, where none of the P1 million budgets actually reached the 
people.  To Kano, his disappointment with the Philippine government made him feel 
cheated (niloko-loko). 
From his experiences, it is not surprising to see that Kuya Kano’s constant 
complaints and disappointments about the government, the society, and the politicians 
are intimately related to the incidents that he experienced.  His experiences of his 
father’s maltreatment by Alonzo, the abuses (pang-aapi) from being considered as a 
foreigner (dayuhan), and the corruption issues, made him consider that these are sins 
(sala) that obstruct the nation from being developed (uunlad).  To him, the mayaman 





Throughout my interviews with Kuya Kano, an interesting point that I 
discovered was his constant usage of religious idioms to express his views, opinions, 
and perceptions on the society, the economy, politics, and the question of morality.  
His concept of a developed nation or maunlad na bansa is intimately related to his 
perception of the liwanag that he experienced during his “illness.”  The incident made 
him believe that he has been reincarnated by God (nagkaroon ako ng reincarnate sa 
Panginoon45) and given a new lease on life. 
Wala na ako sa bisyo. Nasilab nga ako, ito…Do’n nagsimula na 
pumasok ‘yang mga talinong ‘yan na napag-aralan ko.46
[I didn’t have vices anymore. I was burned…That’s when the wisdom 
I acquired began to sink in.] 
 
The “reincarnation” illustrates the provision of new wisdom (talinong ‘yan na napag-
aralan) for him to be able to seek the truth of the world, to scrutinize the loob of a 
person, and to have the vision of a better society.  This is clearly indicated in his 
“experiences” with God: 
Kaya nga sabi ng Diyos, ikaw ika nga apoy, ‘wag kang mamalaging 
nakahalukipkip.  Mag-asal buhay ka sa gitna ng mga patay at mag-
asal patay ka sa gitna ng mga buhay.  Do’n sa salitang ‘yon, 
maraming ibig sabihin ‘yon.  Di ba?  O, papa’no makikibuhay ka 
do’n?  Pag ikaw ba’y nag-iisang buhay do’n sa pagliligod ng patay, 
matatakot ka ba? Eh wala ka ring maasahan, patay ‘yon eh.  Alam mo 
ang ibig sabihin ng Diyos? ‘Wag kang makisama sa mga patay ang 
katuwiran.  ‘Yon ang ibig sabihin no’n.  Sumama ka sa mga buhay 
ang katuwiran, ‘yon ang makakakita ka ng liwanag.47
[So God says, as they say, you are the fire so don’t keep yourself 
closed.  Act alive in the midst of death, and act dead in the midst of 
life.  Those words have many meanings.  If you were the only living, 
being in the midst of dead people, would you be afraid?  You can’t 
depend on any of them because they’re all dead, anyway.  You know 
what God means?  Don’t go along with those whose reasoning is dead.  
That’s what it means.  Go with those whose reasoning are alive, those 
who can see the light.] 
 
                                                 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 





The flame (apoy) represents the strength of his ability to scrutinize a leader whether or 
not s/he is discriminatory to the poor.  Patay or “dead” illustrates the negative 
characteristics of a person whose loob is mahina (weak), who does not provide care 
(maasahan) to the poor in the midst of their miseries, a person devoid of a good loob 
that can lead the poor to righteousness.  Buhay ang katuwiran refers to those whose 
sense of righteousness remains alive, those whose loob enables them to lead the poor 
along the straight path (matuwid na landas) to liwanag. 
Liwanag in Kuya Kano’s interpretation specifically refers to the development 
of a nation that provides complete freedom from discrimination, and total happiness. 
However, one is required to act as humble as Christ in order to have a society without 
law and police, where the justice system is not corrupt and would not discriminate 
against the poor, and where there would be no expenses to bear.  This is indicated in 
the statements below: 
Kaya tayo kung susunod tayo sa ginagawa ng Panginoon na 
papakumbaba, wala nang problema ating bayan.  Di ba?  Hindi na 
kailangan ng batas ang tao. Wala nang pulis.  Di ba, wala nang 
suswelduhan?  Uunlad tayo.  O, kasi wala nang gagastusan eh!   
Marunong kang dumisiplina sa sarili mo, di ba?48
[If we follow the Lord’s example of humility, our country would have 
no problems.  The people will have no need for laws.  There would be 
no more police.  There would be no more salaries.  We would develop 
because we no longer have any expenses.  We would know how to 
discipline ourselves.] 
 
A society that is run by pera is analogous to “evil.”  
Pero dito sa amin mababait, itong baryo Gonzales mapagmamalaki 
ko.  Wala ditong nangyayaring mga anomalya katulad noong ibang 
dayuhan mapapahamak dito sa baryong ito, hindi naman.  Mga tao 
dito may konsyensya dahil lahat naman maka-Diyos ang tao eh.  
Problema laang pag nasingitan ng pera.  Kasi ang Diyos ng tao 
dalawa eh.  Sabi noong iba, devil.  Hindi, pera.  Kasi hindi ka sasama 
kundi sa pamamagitan ng pera.  O, di ba? Pera, pera ang nagiging 
dahilan ng kasamaan. 49
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[But people here are good.  This is what I can be proud of about 
Gonzales.  There aren’t any anomalies that happen here to foreigners.  
People here have conscience because everyone is religious. The 
problem starts when money comes into the picture.  People worship 
two gods. Others say it’s the devil.  Isn’t it? It’s money.  You won’t be 
evil if not for money.] 
 
The interpretation of pera in Kuya Kano’s discourse differs from the interpretation of 
pera (money) in Chapter Three. To the liders (sub-leaders) the role of pera is 
functional as long as pera is used to “reach” the people through various means, i.e., 
paying bills, buying liquor, implementating barangay (village) projects, organizing 
meetings, etc.  The expression “Pera, pera ang nagiging dahilan ng kasamaan” (You 
won’t be evil if not for money) in Kano’s words, sees pera as a temptation (tukso) 
because it contaminates people’s loob, especially among the mayaman.  Therefore, a 
society freed from the transactions of capital would be able to skirt away from any 
sort of discrimination against the poor.    
In short, the discourse of liwanag (light) illustrates the ordinary people’s 
desire for a society that is with the presence of humility (pagpapakumbaba), which 
can be interpreted as displacing the selfishness and ego behind political power, and 
therefore a society that is not discriminatory, and where the justice system is not 
misused.  With the presence of loob similar to Christ’s, people would obtain self-
discipline (sariling sikap) and would obey the rules of the Lord (Panginoon), love 
each other without biases, and care for their fellow people (kapwa).  When this is 
achieved, in Kuya Kano’s view, the nation will be developed into one that is free from 
discrimination and where justice prevails. 
 
Concluding Remarks: The Religiosity of Popular Politics 
The main reason why religious discourse is included in this study of popular 





extent, making sense of their political opinions based on their religious viewpoints.  
Religion has become a major part of their means of coping with their harsh life 
experiences.  Some quoted the Bible (or through the rosary practices) and had an 
inclination towards religion as a way of interpreting the morality of a tao (person) as 
opposed to pulitiko (politician), the philosophy of life as interpreted in kaligtasan 
(salvation), malasakit (compassion, sacrifice), pagsubok (trials), and the aspiration for 
a better life as construed in the religious idea of liwanag (light).  
Christianity in the Philippines is a mixture of native beliefs and orthodox 
Catholicism. 50   The practices of religion in the Gonzales context connote the 
bargaining side of religious practices – its reciprocity.  In the study of everyday life 
and religion in India, Masakazu Tanaka sees the non-western (i.e., Indian) religions as 
“too deeply imbued in worldly (as opposed to transcendent elements such as in 
orthodox Christianity or Sanskritic Hinduism) activities.  They are seen as too “close 
to the human world…[T]heir power thus becomes an object of bargaining as in votive 
offerings, or in possession rituals.” 51  Similarly, as indicated above, the religious 
concepts of loob (inner being), kaligtasan (salvation), tulong (help), subok (tiral), 
sarili (self), matuwid (righteous), and liwanag (light), all can connote the bargaining 
relationships between devotees/believers, spirits/gods, and even clients/patrons.  This 
everyday form of negotiation deriving from religious practices shows that the 
dichotomy between the transcendental and the pragmatic is blurred.  However, these 
everyday views and practices of religion are also lived in ordinary people’s 
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consciousness and lend meaning to their lives.  More so is that such religious ideas 
affect the way ordinary people utilize such bargaining power to withdraw – as 
opposed to submit or to dominate over – oneself from the hierarchical relationship in 
order to achieve freedom or liwanag.   Henceforth, we must recognize that the moral 
politics of ordinary people is religiously oriented, and its religiosity in everyday life is 
ingrained in their understanding of politics.   
We have discussed how sariling sikap (self-help) can be interpreted as a sort 
of pride, dignity, and respect on the part of the peasants.  However, sariling sikap 
goes beyond pride for it is a self-contained attitude in achieving freedom from the 
hierarchical relations with the “patron” or to escape the hiya (shame) through 
purification of one’s loob (inner being) in their lakaran (journey). This correspond to 
the analysis of the religious idea of pagsubok, and helps to make clear to us that the 
practices of sariling sikap of ordinary people elicit a sort of kalakasan (strength) of 
the loob to achieve happiness akin to Christ’s trek to Calvary.  The analysis also helps 
us to understand that ordinary people do not always see their everyday survival in 
response to the elites.   
At first glance, material interests serve as an important factor in the shaping of 
political behavior particularly with regard to making a decision to support or to follow 
a leader.  However, it is not enough to say that the outcome of their support is derived 
from the frustration of life, i.e., their struggle for everyday subsistence. When the 
fieldwork proceeded further, it turned out that it was not material interests or the 
material betterment of my informants’ lives that they considered as their ultimate aim.  
Underlying their life stories is a desire to construct a sense of moral leadership that is 
able to guide and bring liwanag to the people as expressed in the religious concept of 





From our understanding of the popular’s interpretation of matuwid na landas, 
pagtutulungan (helping each other) and biyaya (blessing), we are able to discern that 
their “submission” to a leader is to obtain a sense of freedom from the “darkness.”  
Ordinary people’s experiences of death, loss, sadness, or difficulties, represent 
someone who has mahina na loob (weak inner being).  The leader or someone who 
has achieved a higher social status is expected to return the liwanag they have attained 
to the people, similar to Christ’s journey for mankind’s salvation; the ideal leader, like 
Christ, “returns” to the masa to strengthen the loob of the needy through the tulong 
that he or she provides. Thus, the follower who has mahina na loob (week inner 
being) is strengthened by the tulong given in order for the follower to escape from the 
misery, the tukso (temptation), and the darkness of poverty.  Like the acts of the 
saints, the leaders’ tulong is ideally a means to salvation to achieve liwanag, the light. 
Liwanag here is related to the notion of a better society or development for the 
nation.  To develop, in the popular understanding, is not limited to economic progress, 
or to anti-corruption, or to the efficiency of governance and democratization per se.  
Beyond that, development as liwanag having a leader whose loob is pure and 
controlled, and is thus ready to sacrifice and to save people in order to construct a 
society that treats all beings equally, with no discrimination by the mayaman (rich) 
against the mahirap (poor). 
Therefore, one can see that whether ordinary people are contesting the manner 
of how a pulitiko (politician) engages in pulitika (politics), or are expressing their 
views on good leadership, or are negotiating the uncertainty of life’s difficulties and 
encounters, their articulation is grounded in their intersubjective understanding of 
religion.  These desires and constant struggles to achieve a more egalitarian and just 





instilled through their memories and life histories.  Therefore, to ask for tulong or to 
“submit” to a leader is to seek the loob of the leader for liwanag, to free oneself from 
the miseries of life.  To submit is to free one’s self.  
Kailangan sa tao talaga ikukumpares mo na kung ano ang utos ng 
Diyos ‘yon ang sundin mo’t do’n ka palalaganapin na payamanin.  
Gawa ng ang sabi ng Diyos, lahat ika ng bagay na wala sa inyo, kung 
tapat kayo sa akin, ipagkakaloob ko.  Kung wala kayong kakainin, 
magpapadala ako ng taong magdadala ng inyong kakainin.  Ang 
paliwanag naman sa aklat, tatawagin daw ang anghel na libo-libo at 
bubuhatin ka.  Kung ika’y nasa tinikan, iaahon ka sa tinikan at iaahon 
ka sa hindi tinikan…52
[You should obey God’s commandments so that you will become rich.  
God said that all the things that we don’t have would be given to us if 
we are loyal to Him.  If you have nothing to eat, I would send someone 
to bring you food.  The explanation in the Book is that He would call 
on thousands of angels to carry you.  If you are in thorns, you will be 






                                                 






CHAPTER 6: Concluding Remarks 
 
This thesis has been a study of the politics of ordinary people, who are labeled 
in various ways as the masa/masses, the subordinates, the powerless, the non-elite, or 
even, going back to Spanish records, the pobres y ignorantes (poor and ignorant).  A 
major part of this study consists of the re-examination of their role in elite-mass 
relations.  But going beyond such relationships, this study also attempts to describe 
ordinary people’s modes of “politicking.”  This has entailed an excavation of the 
religious and moral backdrops, the principles of life and “world views,” that inform 
their attitude towards, and engagement with, politics.  
In Chapter Two, I argued that even though there are resemblances between the 
picture we get from current studies of local politics and what I observed first-hand 
Tanauan, the vast majority of the literature only explores the functionality of the 
political relationship between a “patron” and a “client.”  They often discuss the 
structural changes that allow the institutional control of the system by elites, and they 
assume that power is obtained when one occupies political office via economic 
means.  They focus too much on the power relations between the politicians and the 
voters, or the powerful and the powerless, within ongoing structural changes in the 
economy and political setup.  Anything beyond that left relatively unexplored and 
thereby escapes our attention.  This is not to say that such approaches are unimportant 
or irrelevant, but that they are unlikely to tell the whole story about the negotiation of 
power and the “hidden” aspects of political relations, especially ordinary people’s 
ways of claiming power.  Rather than dwell on clientelist ties, factional politics, and 
the politics of fear, this study has examined the narratives told by ordinary people 





I have tried to move beyond earlier studies of Philippine local politics by 
excavating ordinary people’s way of “politicking” using a politico-anthropological 
approach.  This has meant paying particular attention to emotion, language, and 
localized concepts produced in everyday life experiences.  I focused on the lives of 
ordinary people within the context of the interplay of specific histories, cultural 
identities, religious ideas, and socioeconomic changes.  I have further attempted to 
excavate the specific realities of my field research site that have not been 
homogenized by economic and political modernity.  The local realities explored here 
include people’s struggles for social power, their memories, their value systems, and 
their emotions, in their negotiations and contestations of the unfamiliar hegemonic 
impositions on their otherwise familiar ways of doing things.  The people’s claims for 
power and sociability are enacted and manifested in their quest for pride, self-dignity, 
and respect, for a validation of the principles and ideas that make their life world.  
These are the very things that shape their perceptions of how politics should and 
should not be conducted.  
Arguably in Tanauan City and its barangays (village) there exists a negotiable 
common ground of political practices that requires some politicians, at least, to play 
out the rules of the game in accordance with local cultural imperatives.  Failure to do 
so runs the risk of losing the support of the people.  Ordinary people clearly 
understand that power is distributed unequally and that the poor-rich gap is 
continuously expanding.  They have their own ways, however, of reminding the 
politicians (pulitiko) and the rich (mayaman) that the poor (mahirap) cannot be 
entirely ignored.  It is therefore hardly surprising to observe that political leadership 





of being mabait (good), having a magandang loob (good inner being, kind), and being 
matulungin (helpful).   
In Chapter Three, I reexamined the discourse of development that dominates 
local government by linking it to a politics of moral order, by focusing on the notions 
of tulong (help) and pera (money).  Such lived concepts, interwoven with the 
development discourse, prevent the elements of pragmatism/capital from entirely 
dominating the relations between the elite and the masses.  The research further 
identified a moral order of political relations deriving from such popular values and 
concepts.  The complex relations between tulong and pera manifest a different 
dynamics of politics in Tanauan.  The developmental platforms propagated by the 
politicians cannot be implemented through mere manipulation, much less coercion, 
but through the politicians’ understanding of the moral-oriented politicking that 
ordinary people subscribe to.  Whatever the motives of the politicians, they need to 
speak and behave in terms comprehensible to the masa.   
Within the realm of everyday popular politics, the masa make the allowances 
and accept the “rhetoric” of development but only if it means something to them.  The 
politicians are thus required to portray as morally-oriented the type of governance 
manifested in their development projects.  This entails subscribing to the social 
meanings of tulong, which manifests the moral qualities of mabait (good, kind), 
mahusay (good, effective), mababa (lowly), and sa puso (in the heart). Outside their 
offices, the politics of moral order persists and includes the events of mingling and 
“getting along” (pakisama) such as at drinking sessions, funerals, and livelihood 
meetings, which must all be accompanied by the provision of paghahandog (gift).  
Paghahandog represents a gift from a person who is humble and ready to serve the 





of mabait (good) and puso (heart). It therefore becomes the kind of help that comes 
from the loob (inner being), rather than being just a mechanical gawa (action) by a 
local development project to garner support.  
In Chapter Four, I demonstrated that ordinary people do scrutinize politicians 
through the lenses of loob.  The ideal relationship is one in which a “harmonization” 
of loob comes to exist between leaders and the people.  Loob also figures when 
ordinary people compare the “good” patrons and the “bad” patrons around them 
through their own encounters with such persons in various life situations.  They 
scrutinize the loob by testing the prowess and serenity of a person.  To excavate and 
understand such perceptions required me to read closely the utterances of my 
informants that were often accompanied by emotional manifestations of loob.  Despite 
my limitations as an “outsider” I tried to enter their life world by understanding or 
deciphering their language of emotion and the concepts thus produced. 
To the ordinary people, negotiation derives from their everyday scrutiny and 
calculation (kilatis and kalkulasyon) of the loob of the politicians.  They normally do 
not resist in an open manner.  While I entirely subscribe to Scott’s notion of “weapons 
of the weak,”1 I tried go a bit further by locating ordinary people’s “weapons” in the 
inside, the loob.  To excavate such resistance from/of the loob, one is required to 
recognize the power of emotion, articulated in the form of feeling (naramdamdam), 
and their effects in the way people approve of or condemn the behavior of politicians. 
I also attempted to describe a form of “resistance” outside the elite-mass 
relationship in the Tagalog concept of lakaran (or journey), the accumulation of life’s 
experiences and personal encounters that fortifies the individual’s loob. In addition to 
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lakaran, the subscription to sariling sikap (attitude of self-reliance) enables the self to 
be freed from dependency relations caused by the burden of utang (debt). 
I have also tried to probe into the meanings of utang na loob (debt of the 
inside, debt of gratitude), a Filipino value that is commonly discussed in conventional 
political studies in connection with the creation of dependency relations between 
patron and client.  Arguably, such dependency relations do exist in Gonzales, but they 
have a multifaceted meaning.  Utang is measured in terms of an economic exchange 
between the superordinate and the subordinate.  When the linked notion of loob is 
taken into account, however, the debt relationship incurred far exceeds the terms of 
economic exchange.  I have demonstrated that the “debtor,” or the receiver of tulong, 
is able to break away from a pure dependency relationship by searching for a 
“harmonization” of loob with the giver, such that both parties are able to “feel” 
(makiramdam) the loob of each other. 
This is clearly illustrated by two related Tagalog concepts of approachability: 
“malapit” and “malayo.”  Ordinary people do approach others, especially politicians, 
for tulong.  But the notion of malapit (near, close as oppose to “malayo” or distant) 
does not equate to the submission of a “client” to a “patron.”  As anticipated in our 
earlier discussion of loob, the person making the approach (i.e., the receiver of tulong) 
is at the same time scrutinizing the loob of the party being approached, i.e., to seek a 
“harmonization” of loob, to search for a sort of “freedom.”  This corresponds to my 
analysis in Chapter Three of the politician’s attempt to manifest tulong as a sort of 
help accompanied by a mutual interaction of loob, rather than just a mechanical gawa 
(action).  
Based on an appreciation of ordinary people’s scrutiny of the loob, of 





and masa is not necessarily vertical and based on fear.  This is in contrast to Alfred 
McCoy’s conclusion in his study of the relationship between baylan religious leaders 
and peasants in the Visayas region during the animist-influenced (in McCoy’s terms) 
revolts in the 19th century.  The power and influence of leaders such as Papa Isio and 
Emperor Yntrencherado was built upon the fear that their followers had of the 
magical powers of their leaders, the fear of punishments that awaited them if they 
disobeyed orders or if the revolts failed.2   Ileto’s analysis of similar movements, 
mainly in the Tagalog region, highlights instead the horizontal relationship between 
leaders and peasant followers, where empathy (damay) and pity (awa), rather than 
simply fear or avoidance of punishment, engender popular support for a leader. 3   In 
this thesis, Ileto’s views seem to be borne out.  I have shown how ordinary people 
support a leader and accept his or her tulong because they believe that the leader’s 
“magical power” stems from the quality of the loob.  If the loob of both leaders and 
followers have been purified by their lakaran, there can be the kind of support that is 
born out trust and mutual tranquility. 
In Chapter Five, I showcased that ordinary people’s “politicking” is related to 
their religiosity; this further strengthens our argument that support is not built upon 
the sentiment of fear or utter submission towards the elites.  According to O.W. 
Wolters, “men of prowess” possess the cultural element of  “soul stuff” that attracts 
followers.4  His definition of “soul stuff” includes the religious qualities of the leader 
representing that person’s high level of spiritual development and thus capacity for 
                                                 
2 Alfred W. McCoy, “Baylan: Animist Religion and Philippines Peasant Ideology” in Moral Order and 
the Question of Change: Essays on Southeast Asian Thought, eds. David K. Wyatt and Alexander 
Woodside (Monograph Series No. 24, Yale University Southeast Asia Studies, 1982), 338-413. 
3  Reynaldo C. Ileto, Pasyon and Revolution: Popular Movements in the Philippines, 1840-1910 
(Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila University Press, 1979). 
4 O.W. Wolters, History, Culture, and Region in Southeast Asian Perspectives, revised ed. (Ithaca, 






leadership.  A “man of prowess” needs to constantly project to his followers this “soul 
stuff” so that they can recognize his spiritual endowment and then participate in it.  
The recognition of a man of prowess comes about “not only because his entourage 
could expect to enjoy material rewards but also…because their own spiritual 
substance, for everyone possessed it in some measure, would participate in his, 
thereby leading to rapport and personal satisfaction.”5   
Quite similar to Wolter’s analysis of the “man of prowess” and the religious 
(not just material) relationship he builds up with his followers, this thesis has argued 
that the ordinary people in Barangay Gonzales can and do view tulong from the 
politicians as some kind of “spiritual merit” coming from the loob.  This enables them 
to reconstruct relations of hierarchy into a more equalized customary relationship.  
“Men of prowess” exist in the Philippines in the form of politicians who are seen as 
persons or tao who have a pure, almost sacred, inner being (loob), thus enabling them 
to free others and guide them to the state of liwanag.  
People’s “submission” to become part of the elite’s “entourage” can be traced 
to their understanding of “soul stuff” that in the context of Tagalog religion is 
analogous to the power built up in the loob of Jesus Christ owing to his 
pagpapakasakit (sacrifices) and kaligtasan (salvation), which are also acts of 
pagtulungan (helping each other). A detailed reading of the rosaryo (rosary) praying 
in Chapter Five manifests this religious orientation of loob, that the submission to a 
leader is in actuality a hope that the loob of the leader would become a means, or lead 
the way (matuwid na landas), to their freedom from the miseries of their lives and to 
achieve liwanag (light). 
                                                 





Ordinary people’s contestations and negotiations cannot be seen as a mere 
claim for power.  Rather, they are ways of asserting their views of what an ideal, or at 
least better, society should be.  The attachment to the “soul stuff” of a leader is 
actually the act of freeing of oneself from a dyadic hierarchy, and at the same time 
being freed from all types of hierarchies built into elite-mass relations.  This condition 
is often described in the religious idiom of being in liwanag.  This refers to a state of 
equality among men, a corruption-free society that practices no discrimination, as one 
informant particularly stressed.  This condition is attainable because liwanag can be 
circulated from the provider of tulong to the recipient of tulong, and vice-versa.  In 
ordinary people’s reckoning, politics – the acts of decision-making, negotiation of 
power, “submission” to tulong, etc. – should serve not only to free them from the 
hierarchical relationship between giver and receiver but, more importantly, to 
actualize an ideal order or society that upholds equality, one that is without 
discrimination and is free of corruption.  
Throughout this thesis, one of the important findings is that the concept of 
tulong becomes an essential part of peasants’ lifestyles, a moral order, in the Tanauan 
context.  This is because of the intersubjective nature of tulong.  In the developmental 
context, tulong is conveyed with a moral nuance. This is an essential part of any 
politician’s activity in his attempt to project himself as a person (tao) and not merely a 
pulitiko (politician).  It locates within the moral order the social function of circulating 
money, pera, which in the perspective of the liders (sub-leaders) examined in this 
thesis, is a social norm that a politician has to engage with.   
Finally, there is the question of knowledge production.  In my interviews with 
the people of Tanauan City and Barangay Gonzales, politicians as well as ordinary 





Through exploring the nuances of tulong I came to understand how that society could 
imagine, and even attempt to actualize, a condition of equality and freedom from 
corruption and discrimination.  This presents an image of local politics that is 
dismissed or glossed over in the conventional literature, as I have pointed out in 
various sections of this thesis.  In addition, I must say that this image is also quite 
different from my “normal” understanding of a better society given my own socio-
political and cultural background.  The idiom of equality I am familiar with is based 
on my own social background as an urbanized Malaysian.  It is manifested in the 
formal and secular language of fair and just economic distribution, a bridging of the 
poverty gap, an equal justice system, democratization, and of course the prevention of 
corruption.  In my research in Tanauan, I encountered a language of politics in which 
equality is expressed in the religious terminologies of liwanag, loob, lakaran and so 
forth.  I had to confront and understand a language of politics that I regarded initially 
as ambiguous, emotion-laden, and generally removed from concrete issues.  I had to 
push aside my own prejudices in order to understand how the ordinary people of 
Tanauan actually “do” politics. 
My position as a dayuhan (foreigner) in the social context of Tanauan, 
particularly in the rural barangay (village) of Gonzales, prevented me from fully or 
intimately understanding the people’s life-world. Nonetheless, despite the cultural 
differences, practical obstacles (such as the limited time period and financial 
resources available for my field research), and my limited fluency in Tagalog 
language, I at least managed to partially tease out the nuances in people’s 
representations (through their narratives) of their way of politicking, by constantly 
and regularly listening and speaking with them, sharing their ideas and ideals, their 





of not what politics means in an abstract sense, but what it means to ordinary people 
in a specific place:  Politics to them is also about equality (pantay-pantay), love 
(mahal), help (tulong), freedom (kalayaan), compassion and sacrifice (pagmalasakit). 
To better comprehend the political perceptions of ordinary people, a researcher is 
required to grasp their understanding of religiosity.  What often passes for politics, but 
isn’t really so, is termed pulitika, the Tagalog transliteration of “politics” that 
connotes the struggle for power, a game (laro) for the rich (mayaman) that fascinates 
but later disappoints those among the poor who, being weak in loob and thus lacking 
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APPENDIX 2:  


















 Right: Example of Infrastructure Projects from Tanauan Muna Balita,  
January – March 2001: 3 (Cesar Platon Administration)  
Left: Example of Budget Report/Proposal from Tan-aw,  
































APPENDIX 3:  




























 Top Left: Inspection of bridge construction at Barangay Banadero  
(Tanauan Muna Balita) 
Top Right: Completed barangay road (Tan-aw) 
Bottom Left: Fruits and vegetables buildings in construction 
(Tanauan Muna Balita) 























































 Top Left: Cesar Platon in a party with the Senior Citizens  
(Tanauan Muna Balita) 
Top Right: Cesar Platon having meryenda with the officials and associates
of Dayupan Multipurpose Hall (Tanauan Muna Balita)  
Bottom Left: Alfredo Corona attending a local health activity (Tan-aw)  
Bottom Right: Alfredo Corona attending an agricultural loan  
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Top: Vice-Mayor“Jun Jun” Trinidad and City Councilor “Nini” Querrer releasing 
seedlings in Lake Taal nearby Mahabang Buhangin, Barangay Maria Paz.  
Middle: A fishing net giving ceremony in Barangay Gonzales.  
Bottom: A meryenda was provided during a meeting in Barangay Gonzales. 
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 Top: The rosaryo praying to Santo Nino. 
Middle: The rosaryo praying in one of the households 
 in Barangay Gonzales. 
Bottom: The arrival to one of the households with the picture 
 of Mother Mary. 













APPENDIX 6:  
Methodology: Positioning Self in the Field 
 
 
A major challenge of this research lay in overcoming my own background and 
biases.  Being a Malaysian and a Chinese ethnic who was educated in a different 
cultural setting altogether, who spoke a different language, and who resided for most 
of his life in an urban environment, has to some extent influenced my perception of 
Philippine politics.  
Political issues in Malaysia (as portrayed in the media) cannot escape from its 
multi-ethnic background.  Being a part of the Chinese community, political 
sensitivities and concerns always seem to revolve around promoting equal opportunity 
among different ethnic groups.  In addition, having lived in a city my whole life, and 
having been educated in the cities of Melaka, Pulau Penang, Uppsala (Sweden) and 
Singapore, local politics in the urbanized domain of Malaysia shaped my political 
opinions and views into a preoccupation with the struggle for equal distribution of 
economic development, a preoccupation with quality of life, modernization, 
transparency, anti-corruption, demolishing discriminatory acts, and so forth.  It also 
shaped my critical views about the role of the state in society, or the role of politicians 
especially those coming from the dominant political parties.  In short, my background 
and exposure shaped my political inclination within a strict dichotomy of state-society 
relations, or to be more exact, a politics from “above.”  The question was how to 
separate myself from my own biases and background to understand the politics of 
ordinary people in a rural area, with a different cultural background like the 
Philippines, and where the politics of ethnicity is not as prominent as in Malaysia.  In 
the Tanauan context, especially in a much less urbanized barangay (village) such as 





them?  Or how are these issues formed in a different manner and manifested in a 
different light?  How can their social lives be understood, in order to investigate and 
excavate local perceptions in a rural area?  What are rural folks’ dynamics of 
“politicking” and how are they different from politics in the city areas?  How critical 
are they about the politicians or how do they scrutinize politicians in ways different 
from what I had been accustomed to?  How do the people in Gonzales define or 
understand “politics”?  
My attitude toward corruption issues is an example of the cultural differences I 
mentioned above.  I tend to use my experience of the political practices of “doing” 
things from my own country, as well as my own cultural background to analyze 
situations. In an urbanized community of Malaysia, gift giving applies to “guanxi” 
(relations) that connotes a sense of politeness. It is at the same time a source of 
political and social leverage. An urbanized Malaysian citizen would see this practice, 
when carried out in the public sector (especially during election time), as a corrupt 
practice.  This is not to say that there are no gift-giving practices or corruption in 
Malaysia, but it is usually done in a different form (e.g., through development 
projects, sponsorship of local activities, education funding) and the giving of money 
or the paying of bills are usually done, if so, in a subtle manner.  
I found out that in the Tanauan context, the practices of gift giving also 
involve development projects, educational funding, and personal sponsorships that are 
similar to Malaysia. Yet, one difference is that giving out goodies (e.g., liquor during 
wake), or money (such as paying bills) is still widely practiced and well received by 
the society.  It is not seen as corruption and building political leverage as would be the 
case in Malaysia.  In Tanauan, it is a norm that is morally accepted.  How do I, as a 





of my own society, with the “new” and “foreign” dynamics I encountered in the 
Philippines?  How do I make sense of it? 
There is also the question of being a foreigner, a dayuhan or taong labas 
(outsider).  An ethnographic study requires not only in-depth understanding of the 
political behavior and social lives of those being studied, but also the complex 
relations and connections between their emotions, lived experiences, and languages.  
All these elements require trust from the investigator in order for the informants to 
express their very deep thoughts and painful experiences without any reservations.  
Similar to Benedict Kerkvliet (Everyday Politics in the Philippines), living within the 
community for an extended period is one strategy to bridge the social gap.  To Alejo 
Myrna J., Maria Elena P. Rivera, Noel Inocencio P. Valencia ([De]scribing 
Elections), frequent visits to avoid being labelled a researcher, or an individual of a 
particular political inclination, helps to limit the social gap.  While this research does 
not encounter any sensitive issues such as Alejo’s research on Mount Apo did, I 
attempted to be careful and non-confrontational when discussing issues of conflict in 
the barangays.  Even so, there is no guarantee that I had access to all the critical 
information I needed.  
I was always jokingly being called an intsik (Chinese) from Malaysia, even 
though I am not considered as “foreign” or as someone from the West.  However, 
being an intsik can mean someone who is well-to-do in the Philippine context.  To be 
able to talk and sit together with the poor, mga mahirap, requires one’s ability to 
bridge the social gap between rich and poor as the former is commonly seen as 
mataas, or arrogant.  How do I position myself in understanding the mga mahirap 
without making them see me as mataas, or an intsik?  However, rather than being 





ability to penetrate the thought system, the mode of politics of the people given my 
“foreigner” background.  How do I understand their lifestyles, their social encounters 
with politicians and fellow barangay folks, and their difficulties concerning both 
financial and non-financial issues?  
Also, I had to be sensitive about my own political linkages.  That had to do not 
so much with my political opinions, but with my contacts with people I know (kilala).  
My first contact in Barangay Gonzales was with Mr. Ben Carandang, who ran for 
councilor in the Tanauan City 2004 election.  However, Mr. Ben Carandang’s 
political clique was a rival to former incumbent mayor, Corona (the major rival of 
Torres-Aquino) who was a popular choice among the poor in rural barangays in 
Tanauan, including Gonzales.  How then do I locate myself and avoid being 
misunderstood as a supporter of one particular political clique?  
All these challenges, biases, and limitations positioned me to rethink my 
approaches, presumptions, and even my views of the ordinary people’s mode of 
“doing” politics both in the Philippines and Malaysia.  More important was the 
challenge to my willingness and ability to capture their understanding of politics.  
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